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    “Our indiscretion sometimes serves us well 
 
    When our deep plots do pall, and that should teach us 
 
    There’s a divinity that shapes our ends, 
 
    Rough-hew them how we will…” 
 
    —Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act 5, Scene 2 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    Exordium 
 
      
 
    Before me lies the infinite tree of possibility as it branches and re-branches, dividing and merging again, to form the fractal peacock-fan of the future.  Behind me, I see only a single path, an undivided line, drawn straight and true.  Is there a draftsman who delineates my course?  Is my free will only an illusion?  Is there a destiny to shape all ends?  Or am I free to choose?  Can I—may I—decide my own course?  Or is it pointless to wonder? 
 
    How can I know what is comforting illusion and what is truth? 
 
    Nevertheless, I know the future, and such knowledge angers me, sets burning coals in the hollows of my heart.  What good is foreknowledge if the future cannot change?  It smacks of fate, of a helplessness in the face of cosmic forces, and this I cannot bear.  A leaf on the wind does not soar.  It is carried helplessly aloft, to fall where fate decrees.  I cannot think of myself as smoke on the breeze, blown about at whim, powerless to guide my course and dissipated into air, into thin air, like the cloud-capped towers. 
 
    Even as my soul shouts denials, I recognize the tiny sound of its voice.  There is nothing from the universe, not the slightest recognition, not even an echo to mock me.  Even for it to laugh would be to take notice of my infinitesimal being, and this it will not do. 
 
    Perhaps I delude myself.  If so, I take comfort in my madness.  I am who I am, and I will do what I choose to do.  My choices may narrow to nothing.  I may be dragged, fighting and clawing, to my appointment in Samarra.  But the struggle to resist, to exercise a free and unfettered will, is fundamental to the nature of humanity. 
 
    And, sadly, I still bear the marks of humankind upon my heart.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Rethven, Friday, April 13th, Year 9 
 
      
 
    Quandary: 
 
    You have the power to destroy a million or more people, and in so doing, end a war, stop a religious cartel from converting the whole world into bliss-addicts, and—as a bonus—stop a quasi-divine being from consuming human sacrifices.  The catch is, it will cost a piece of your soul. 
 
    Do you do it? 
 
    Wait.  Let’s not make any snap judgments.  Let’s find out more.  Who are they?  What are their motives?  Which side is right?—all those sorts of things.  Oh, the questions we can ask before making such a grand decision!  What is the first thing you want to know?  Maybe something about whether or not the war is a just war?  Is it clear which side is in the right—assuming there can be a “right” side in a war?  Are the people involved guilty of something?  How many of them are innocents?  Will it hurt, or will it be quick and painless?  How bad is this drug addiction?  How bad is the entity with the human sacrifices? 
 
    Although, to be fair, if it’s demanding human sacrifices, it’s pretty bad already, so this specific question might be pointless. 
 
    No, none of these were the first question to spring to my mind.  My first thought was, “How big a piece?” 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Or, more properly, damnation. 
 
    I sat beside the sand table, laid my armored forearms on it, and got soot on my chin as I rested the one on the others.  I’m proud of my sand table.  I think I have a right to be.  It’s not really sand, but dust, incredibly fine, with individual particles indistinguishable to the human eye.  The shapes and colors are almost perfect, albeit a bit grainy to my vision.  I’m reasonably certain there’s nothing else like it in the world. 
 
    The sand table showed me the whole of the Empire of Light—the kingdoms owned and ruled by the Church of Light—as though I stood in a high place and saw them all in a moment of time.  The metaphor of looking down upon the kingdoms of the world from a high place was not lost on me, but no one took me up there.  I climbed up there despite my fear of such metaphorical heights. 
 
    I saw towns and villages, cities and farms, princes, potentates, paupers, and peasants.  Probably potatoes, pillories, and parasols, as well, but they don’t figure into things quite so directly. 
 
    Seldar once told me his opinion on kings and greatness.  He said something along the lines of good kings rule a nation with an eye toward doing so efficiently, competently, and fairly.  Great kings, on the other hand, go beyond this.  They do whatever needs to be done for the welfare of the kingdom.  Great kings are often regarded as cruel, but what they really are is ruthless.  There’s a difference between cruelty and ruthlessness, but if you’re the one on the wrong end of the ruthlessness it may not be readily apparent. 
 
    It’s not their only qualification, of course—history is full of rulers both ruthless and incompetent—but ruthlessness is a necessary component for greatness.  Great kings can disregard the wails of those harmed by his decisions, much as a surgeon disregards the pain he may inflict in saving the life of the patient.  But, much like the surgeon, he must be doing something to benefit the people as a whole, not simply cutting out anything he finds annoying or troublesome.   
 
    At great risk of being wrong, I’m not sure I completely agree with Seldar.  Oh, he has a point.  A leader has to pay attention to the people, but he can’t worry about the whiners and malcontents when trying to run a country.  An airplane pilot gets people to their destination.  He doesn’t turn the plane around because some complainer didn’t get a good look at the scenery.  In an emergency, a leader acts.  He doesn’t take a vote.  A driver can’t discuss which way to swerve to avoid an accident.  Someone has to have the final say, I suppose.  If you’re going to keep a plane in the air, reach the destination, and land without turning everyone aboard into chunky meat paste, the passengers don’t get to order the pilot around.  They sit down, buckle in, and shut up. 
 
    When Seldar told me his opinion, I didn’t have anything to argue with.  I knew he wasn’t wrong, but something about it wasn’t right, either. 
 
    As I look at the millions of murders I contemplate, I am forced to consider a new perspective.  It’s not coldness.  It’s not callousness.  A great king—a truly great king, one who will be remembered by generations to come as “The Great”—needs a slightly different quality than ruthless determination.  A great king is in the business of selling his soul for the welfare of his people.  Not all at once, of course.  Bit by bit.  Maybe bite by bite.  He does it by looking into the eyes of a nobleman who actually deserves the title and executing him anyway.  By sending men into battle to die—or to slaughter those who are helpless to stand against them.  By murdering a threat to his kingdom and his people before the threat can cross the sea and strike. 
 
    Most of all, though, he has to be right.  This is where I run into problems. 
 
    Bronze moved behind me, sticking her nose over my shoulder to breathe warm air in my ear.  I stroked her nose and she pretended to rest her chin on my shoulder. 
 
    She pointed out any king must start with a sense of responsibility toward his kingdom.  Everything else stems from that.  And I do have an overdeveloped sense of responsibility. 
 
    “You’re just trying to make me feel better,” I accused. 
 
    True, but it didn’t change the truth.  Besides, whatever I decided, she was behind me.  She wasn’t complicated by all those messy feelings of guilt and frustration I carry around.  She simply wanted what I wanted, and if I didn’t know what it was, she would patiently wait for me to make up my mind.  I had reasons for wanting to annihilate my enemies.  I had reasons for wanting to be merciful.  She let me know I could choose either course without any worries about her.  And if being pissed off about attacks on my loved ones meant stuffing someone toes-first into a meat grinder amid a light sprinkling of vinegar and salt, it was fine with her. 
 
    “I know,” I told her, sitting back from the table, reaching up and behind me to pat her cheek. 
 
    It was a good thing I knew it.  Only an idiot wouldn’t know it by now. 
 
    “Close call, then.” 
 
    She playfully lipped at my hair.  I ducked and she laughed. 
 
    At least you’re not moping in front of the sand table, Firebrand pointed out. 
 
    “Which was probably her intent, the devious piece of metal.” 
 
    Bronze shook her mane, chiming and tinkling like wires in a windstorm. 
 
    Sometimes I think she’s smarter than you. 
 
    “Only sometimes?  You haven’t been paying attention.” 
 
    Firebrand had no reply.  I stood up and walked around the sand table, considering it from all angles.  It didn’t look any better from north, south, east, or west. 
 
    Incoming, Boss. 
 
    I turned to face the door.  It swung open, grinding slightly as the slab of stone pivoted around the center.  Dantos looked the question at me and I nodded.  He entered, carrying my bow and two large quivers of arrows.  Outside, a pair of knight-trainees—the “dusks” of the Order of Shadow—muscled the door closed again.  Dantos went to one knee and presented the bow.  I thanked him and took it, drew it, felt the pull.  It’s a damned heavy draw during the day, even for me.  I can use it—sort of—even when the sun is up, but I can’t do a full draw.  I’d like to see Odysseus cope with the thing. 
 
    “And how are you?” I asked, setting the metal bow aside.  Dantos rose, unslung the quivers, and leaned them against the table. 
 
    “Well, my lord,” he assured me.  “May I inquire about your own being?” 
 
    “Troubled.” 
 
    “Is it a matter in which I may be of any assistance?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  How well do you deal with mass murder?” 
 
    “I do not deal it out, so I have no way to know for certain.  I suspect I do not do it well.” 
 
    “Fair.  Maybe we can both learn something.  Come here.” 
 
    I showed him the sand table and pointed out the various cities and towns of Praeteyn, Ynar, and H’zhad’Eyn.  They still had their sand-table auras, marking them as potential targets.  I walked him through the projected campaign. 
 
    “So, as we continue eastward, we’ll hit bigger cities.  We’ve lost close to two hundred horses, turning cavalry into infantry.  We’ve also had about sixty human casualties in the slaughter.  Over half of those were sent back here to recuperate, but the rest are dead.” 
 
    “The wounded are doing well,” Dantos informed me.  “Wounds are the easiest things to heal, but shattered visors and broken armor take more time to mend.  Also, growing a new eye is a lengthy process.  The visors are the weakest part, I fear, and so injuries to the face are more common.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw some of them.  A horse goes down, a man goes with it, and the mob swarms over.  When the mob holds you down, the faceplate goes in first.  A lunatic with a big rock and determination can do it.  Likewise, a pickaxe between armor plates may not penetrate the ballistic weave, but the blunt force trauma doesn’t do your neck or groin any good.” 
 
    I did not bring up how I stayed away from the injured at night.  Being a blood-sucking monster is bad enough.  Being a blood-attracting monster is dangerous to anyone with a bleeding wound. 
 
    “My point,” I continued, “is at our next stop, we’ll start having more fatalities among the knights.  I hate that.  Even discounting the fatalities, we can’t put the wounded back together quickly enough to win.  We’ll be ground down and worn away, city by city, until we don’t have the force to take another.  While our wounded will eventually recover, the dead stay dead.” 
 
    Bronze snorted. 
 
    “For the most part,” I added. 
 
    “You fear for the lives of your knights?” 
 
    “To quote a famous potions master, ‘Always’.” 
 
    “As you say.  You would kill these millions to safeguard your knights?” 
 
    “That’s not—” I started to snap, and bit it off.  “It’s one factor,” I admitted.  “There are others.  The people of these regions are also… controlled.  You might think of them as possessed by the Lord of Light.  Also assume I don’t have the strength to cast him out of everyone.  I can kill them all, but removing the influence of their so-called god is something beyond my scope.  It’s more complicated than that, but it gives you the idea.” 
 
    “I see.”  Now Dantos was as troubled as I was.  Nice going, me. 
 
    “Frankly,” I went on, “what I see coming is the eventual dominance of the Church of Light over the whole world.  This war is only the start.  If we don’t win it, the rest of the world will have to join forces to stop it—and I doubt that will happen.” 
 
    “You foresee a time when the Church of Light takes into itself, piece by piece, the entirety of the world.” 
 
    “Yes.  If they’re smart, every generation or so, they’ll grab another kingdom, possibly one on either end of their empire, as far apart as they can.  This lets them expand and incorporate new territory, new citizens.  Then they stop for twenty years, letting their new neighbors calm down before the next expansion cycle.  Anyone they aren’t neighbors with will be happy there’s a buffer state and be unconcerned.  It may take a couple of hundred years, but they can ooze across the face of the world with almost no chance of encountering any major alliances in opposition.” 
 
    Dantos shook his head and sighed. 
 
    “My lord, I am no one—merely a man, once injured, and restored by your grace and power.  I have been given, all unearned, position and responsibility and authority by your will.  I have done what I can to the best of my ability, always, in every endeavor you have set to me.  But this… is not something I can learn to do.  I have no understanding of the ways of the gods, beyond my part in the rites to placate them.  I have no grasp of the whole of the world, much less how it may be conquered, or kept from such conquest.  In any venture you set before me, I will go willingly, but I do not know how I may serve you in this.” 
 
    “I’m not sure anyone can,” I admitted.  “I guess I wanted someone to throw my thoughts at and see them bounce.” 
 
    “I do not follow the meaning of your words, but I hope I have helped you to accomplish your purpose.” 
 
    “Helped, yes.  In fact, you’ve reminded me of something.  See if you can arrange to have Kammen come to me.” 
 
    “I shall speak with him immediately,” Dantos agreed, and departed. 
 
    I sat in one of the heavy, carved chairs and brooded.  I’m starting to think it’s not really a talent all vampires have.  It’s the fact we get more opportunity to practice.  Immortality and circumstances. 
 
      
 
    Kammen arrived within the hour.  It was pretty good time, considering.  The shift-tent made getting to… let me see if I remember.  Karvalen is the kingdom, Vios is the city, and Arthur is my pet rock—the mountain in the center of the city.  The tents made it easy to get to Vios, but he had to ride from the tent by the Temple of Shadow to the mountain, negotiate the halls within, and finally get here, to my scrying room. 
 
    He walked in.  He could have ridden.  I made the corridors big enough. 
 
    “Sire?” 
 
    “Have a seat,” I invited.  He did so, placing his helmet on a projection at the top of the chair.  “I need to ask your advice.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I get Seldar?” 
 
    “You’re the expert on this.” 
 
    “Women?” 
 
    “I had in mind the Ribbon of Fate.” 
 
    “Oh, that kind.  Yeah, I’m your guy.  What can I tell you?” 
 
    “You know I can’t look at the Ribbon.  At least, not at night.  I don’t have one at night, so even during the day, all I see is the immediate Ribbon of Fate for the day.  It’s strictly for you full-time alive types.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.  Or, if I did, I forgot.” 
 
    “It’s true.  So, to get an idea of what’s coming, I need your help.  I have a big decision to make.  I’d like some hints about it, if you can provide any.” 
 
    Kammen pulled at one cheek, rubbing the stubble with one black-gauntleted hand.  This reminded me again of my own soot-stained condition.  I should do the clean-and-repair routine. 
 
    “You know the Ribbon pinches?” he asked.  “Where y’got a big decision, it pinches tighter, makes it hard to see through.  Most times, it just tells you y’got an important decision coming, not much else.” 
 
    “Yes.  If it was easy, I wouldn’t have called in the foremost expert I know.” 
 
    “Huh.  All right, I’ll look.  It takes a while.” 
 
    “I’ll send someone for food.” 
 
    Kammen settled more comfortably in the chair and seemed to go right to sleep.  I spoke to the dusks outside and returned to my own chair to wait.  I filled some of the time by mounting my iridium assassination gate on a rod, as when I used it as a gate through which to shoot priests.  I also examined the arrows, considering the size and weight of the arrowheads.  They were flat, triangular heads, suitable for beating on.  Seldar thinks ahead, but he was thinking in terms of the spell, the Thousand Hammers.  He didn’t know what I intended.  To be fair, I didn’t know what I intended, yet.  They weren’t the heaviest arrowheads, but they would be more than sufficient…  
 
    When Kammen opened his eyes and sat up, I was standing at the table, looking down.  He cleared his throat and I looked up. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Not a lot to see,” he told me, rising and coming to the table.  “I don’t know what you’re choosing.  The same cusp is still there, like a needle’s point.  It ain’t my decision and it’s still that sharp.”  He shook his head.  “I never seen nothing like it.” 
 
    “Never?” 
 
    “Never.  They get closer, they get clearer.  We’re on top of this one.  I never seen one so tight, and I’m an authority on tight.  Usually, if it ain’t your decision, it ain’t much of a cusp for your Ribbon, just a narrow spot.  Choices’er limited if it affects you.  This one affects me—has to, since I see it so plain.  And it’s tighter than a vir— uh, never mind.  It’s tight.  If it’s your decision, it affects me so completely anything I do won’t affect what happens after.” 
 
    “The fate of the world hangs on it?” 
 
    “My world, sure, or my view of the future wouldn’t be blocked by it.  Lotsa others, too, since everything I hear from other Ribbon-watchers says the same.  Could be just the folks in the attack, though, or only this kingdom.  I haven’t heard any reports outta the Shining Kingdoms or the viksagi.” 
 
    I refrained from comment.  Built into every form of prophecy or soothsaying or fortune-telling there’s a frustratingly high level of uncertainty.  Why should this be any different?  What did I expect?  I had to try, though. 
 
    “Look at the map with me, Kammen.  What do you see?” 
 
    He regarded it for several seconds, frowning.  It wasn’t a map commonly found in his experience.  It wasn’t a map commonly found anywhere in the world of Rethven.  Most of their maps are about the stick-figure-and-directions level.  He’s seen the sand table many times, but going from lines drawn on a napkin to satellite imagery in one leap can be hard to reconcile. 
 
    “This is Zhoka?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Is this Iyner?  And Salacia, here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He continued to study the sand table. 
 
    “I see a long campaign.” 
 
    “Oh?  Go on.” 
 
    “These places, all along our route so far, they’re tough fights.  We keep headin’ east, we get bigger cities.  We lose horses and men, they get bigger mobs.  Our wizardry cancels out theirs, so it’s mostly a push, aside from the lucky hits—which is against us, since we can’t afford to lose anyone, not like they can.  Plus, the longer this goes on, the longer they got to think up a new wrinkle.  I have a hard time believing they’ll just let us lay waste to city after city, waiting for us to wear down.  How many?” 
 
    “Forty-three.  Not counting unwalled towns and villages.” 
 
    “There’s forty-three chances they’ll do something different.  Assassins, probably.  Maybe send a fleet to counterattack and force us to withdraw.  Hmm.”  He considered for several seconds.  “If they expect to grind us down and are happy with the casualties, we might can win this.” 
 
    “I’m surprised.  How?” 
 
    “Not as we stand,” he assured me.  “We’ll need a lotta horses and more support troops.  You talk to the Queen about soldiers?  Real soldiers, not bunches of farm boys with pitchforks who’ll run when pressed.” 
 
    “I would, but I know she doesn’t have them.  Not enough,” I amended, “to keep order here and send material aid to the south.” 
 
    “Yeah.  Didn’t think so, not after the fuhhh…iasco at Salacia.  Maybe we can get some viksagi to join in?  Or some of the Eastrange beasties?” 
 
    “First, don’t refer to the peoples of the Eastrange as beasts.  They are people.  Barbarians, by our standards, yes, but they have language and manufacture tools.  They are people.” 
 
    “Got it, Your Majesty.  Any chance we can get some Eastrange barbarians to tackle one of the city-mobs for us?” 
 
    “They’ll just cancel each other out, with massive casualties on both sides.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we won’t have to fight that particular mob.  We could maybe use them three or six times if we dig ’em in first, say, in two places outside a city.  They can defend the earthworks, archers in one can help support the other, and they’ll deal with two or three times their weight in crazy—maybe more.  With us doing sweeps around the edges to draw off some of the pressure, we can keep our own casualties low.  And if an earthworks gets overrun, our auxiliaries will fight for their lives with nowhere to run. 
 
    “Also,” he added, “I don’t guess but what those elves can roll up ten times their weight in ugly.  Even if they put arrows into the mob, run, and repeat… if they do it right, they could drop the front of a wave and trip twice as many, slow down the whole mob.”  He shrugged.  “It’ll change the shape and speed more than with infantry, but with infantry you try to break their lines and make ’em run.  These morons will trample their own wounded to get to us.”  He sighed heavily.  “Still gonna take three months or more, and it ain’t gonna be pretty.” 
 
    “Distinct points,” I agreed.  “On the other hand, how about if I destroy all the cities?  Say… these?” I highlighted the forty-three cities and towns I considered earlier, restoring their halos of colored dust.  “If they vanish into huge balls of fire, can we pacify the rest of the region ourselves?” 
 
    Kammen considered it briefly and nodded.  He didn’t even blink at the idea I could casually destroy forty-plus cities.  I’m not sure what this says about him.  I don’t even want to think about what it says about me. 
 
    “Yep.  Might even conquer it.  Might be a good idea, too.  If we don’t, they won’t have much in the way of kingdoms.  Banditry, outlaws, barbarians—there’s all you’d have left.  Not sure you’d want the region, all things together, but it’s better than giving it to the Kamshasans, I guess.  Or what’s left of H’zhad’Eyn after you destroy Zhadivos.”  He paused, walking around the sand table and frowning.  I waited while he gathered his thoughts.  He pointed to a spot on the map. 
 
    “If we ride east like lightning, we can start here, near Kamshasa, and raise your banner everywhere we go.  That’ll discourage ’em from starting anything.  Then we sweep the other way, back west, taking in whoever we find.  Give it a year and we’ll have most of what’s on the map as part of Karvalen.  Give it another five years—ten at the outside—and we can keep going west to the Edge and all the way up north to the frost-line.” 
 
    “Why so much longer for the rest of it?” 
 
    “They got asticogens in there, all along the western Edge.  Down south, you’ll take all them off the board, except the cities we already took from the Lord of Light.  The asticogens of the western continent may not want to join, but the most they’ll do is negotiate a peace.  Those’ll take time.  Everything south will fold, even if they ain’t grateful we showed up to save them from lawlessness.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of it like that.” 
 
    “Always gotta look forward.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about the western part of the outer continent?” 
 
    “I talk to people.  Seldar’s the best at smarts.  Torvil’s our best fighter.  Me?  People like me.  They tell me stuff.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.”  I propped my fists on the edge of the table, leaning over it for a moment. 
 
    “All right,” I decided.  “Go back to the army and tell them to avoid any place where my wrath falls.  Go around it.  No, that’s not good enough… Hold on a minute.  I need some crystals.” 
 
    Radiation comes in many flavors.  The more famous types include x-rays and gamma rays, yes, but only because they reach farther from their source.  Neutrons have a terrible tendency to make anything they hit radioactive—the gift that keeps on giving.  Fortunately, neutrons don’t go too far compared to gamma rays.  Neutrons hit air molecules.  Gamma rays generally slide right by.  So, if a crystal glows by detecting gamma rays—and is sufficiently sensitive—it should give you enough warning to keep you out of the neutron-radiation zones, too.  I shouldn’t have much neutron radiation, since my method doesn’t rely on a neutron chain reaction.  Better safe than sorry, though. 
 
    “Here.  It’s dangerous to go there.  Take these.  If they ever glow, go back the way you came until they don’t and go around.” 
 
    Kammen accepted a handful of quartz lumps and looked a question at me. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” I failed to explain.  “Trust me, please.” 
 
    He grunted an affirmative and dumped the crystals in a pouch. 
 
    “You want us to stay away from the wrath, avoid any place where these glow, and pacify the region.  No problems.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to know how to tell where my wrath falls?” 
 
    “I figure we can tell by looking,” he stated, confidently. 
 
    I had to admit, he had a point, so I did. 
 
    “You’ve got a point.” 
 
    “Anything else, Majesty?” 
 
    “No, I think that pretty much covers it.” 
 
    “Can do.”  He saluted, I returned it, and he marched off to the war. 
 
    I reinforced the anti-spying spells around the scrying room and added a few new ones.  If you’re going to do something you’re ashamed of, at least do it in private. 
 
      
 
    As I prepared, I realized I didn’t need the whole bow-and-arrow setup.  I could use my spells on pebbles and simply drop them through.  I guess some part of me thinks a nuke deserves a missile, and an arrow is close enough.  And, since I already had arrows… 
 
    I worked on each arrowhead, preparing them in advance.  Once I started the launch sequence, I didn’t want to stop and evaluate the good work until it was over.  If I stopped, I might never start again.  So, all of it.  All of them.  One after the other, in one sustained push.  I can look at the mess afterward.  If I care to.  If I dare to. 
 
    I’m a monster and a coward.  I admit it.  I don’t usually have such a glaring example of both at the same time. 
 
    Forty-three arrows, all neatly laid out, side by side, confirmed it. 
 
    The sand table showed the world in the evening light.  Sunset was on the way.  It wasn’t quite a tingle, yet, but it wouldn’t be much longer.  I decided to wait for darkness.  The visual impact would be greater at night.  Plus, nighttime seems more appropriate for doing horrible deeds. 
 
    While I waited, I monitored my local scrying shields.  Yes, people were actively trying to penetrate them and see what I was up to.  I counted three of them.  Since I had some time, I spent it rigging some traps, scrying-wise.  If they did manage to penetrate my shields, they would find an illusion of the room, unoccupied.  They would also find some feedback loops looking back at them and capturing their images in some of the small mirrors around the room.  The sunset started while I worked, but I kept working.  I needed something to occupy my mind.  Focusing on something else while ignoring my transformation was perfect.  I’ve gotten much better at ignoring the pins-and-needles sensation, but my nose still doesn’t endure my own stink too well. 
 
    I finished with most of the sunset and cleaned up.  My armor still needed a lot of repair.  Tymara cooked it like charcoal in a grill.  It was a wonder the front was still structurally intact.  I’ll fix it later, assuming Diogenes doesn’t have yet another latest-generation suit waiting for me in Apocalyptica.  I gave it enough of a repair spell to keep it from coming apart and to reabsorb the char, at least. 
 
    What else did I need to do before eradicating a couple of million people?  Kammen will take care of informing the army.  Who else needs to know? 
 
    “Hey, you, up there.” 
 
    Yo, replied my altar ego. 
 
    “I’m about to visit infernal wrath on the blaspheming heretics in the south.” 
 
    I’m not sure you can be a blasphemer and a heretic.  Or, rather, I think one encompasses the other. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Pretty sure. 
 
    “Heathens and heretics?” 
 
    Hmm.  Heathens aren’t necessarily heretics… yeah, I think that works.  And can we call it divine wrath instead of infernal?  I have standards. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to be involved?  Or have anyone believe you were involved?” 
 
    I can manage.  It’s Sodom and Gomorrah with a broader scale. 
 
    “No pillars of salt, please.” 
 
    Wouldn’t dream of it.  Anyone looking at the flash will have enough problems.  Do you plan to hit Zhoka? 
 
    “No need.  We already pacified the place.” 
 
    Good for you.  I ask because I’m already telling Beltar how things are going to go and to look away. 
 
    “Beltar!  Right!  He probably needs specific instructions.  Sorry.  Things on my mind.” 
 
    Want to warn Lissette? 
 
    “Yes and no.” 
 
    Hmm? 
 
    “I don’t want to surprise her, but I also don’t want to have a discussion with her.  It’s complicated.” 
 
    All relationships are, he consoled.  A better question might be, are you going to warn Lissette? 
 
    “I think I’m going to chicken out.  I’ll let Kammen handle her.  She likes him better, anyway.” 
 
    Does she? 
 
    “They have a better relationship,” I clarified. 
 
    The bar isn’t set too high, he pointed out. 
 
    “Lay off, will you?” 
 
    Okay.  Beltar is issuing the prayer watch warning.  We’ll have everyone facing away and behind the earthworks.  They should be safe from the flash.  Since the closest city on the list is a trifle over thirty miles away, we’re probably being overcautious, but I like being cautious.  What else can I do for you? 
 
    “Keep the gods off my back until I’m done?” 
 
    I’d worry more about keeping them off your back after you’re done. 
 
    “Is it going to be bad?  Or should I ask how bad is it going to be?” 
 
    I don’t know.  This isn’t something… I mean, it’s never been done.  I don’t have the foggiest notion how they’ll react.  They might love the idea of a powerful ally, especially one who is willing to slap around their favorite enemy—they really don’t like the Boojum.  They might be upset you have the power to destroy all life on the world and start over.  Could go either way. 
 
    “Maybe I should plan an extended vacation.” 
 
    Maybe you should. 
 
    “I’ll blow up that bridge once I cross it.  Everything set?” 
 
    Everything on my end.  I still think you ought to warn Lissette. 
 
    “Two minutes won’t do her any good.” 
 
    Two minutes can be a long time. 
 
    “I know.  It’s about to be the lifespan of a million people.” 
 
    I got the impression he didn’t know what to say.  I felt his presence in my head—a sensation to which I have grown accustomed, if not comfortable with—while he considered how to respond. 
 
    Do you want Mary to come help? 
 
    “No.  I don’t want her to see this.  I’m not sure I want you here, either.” 
 
    Do you want Bronze to take Firebrand out into the hall? 
 
    “Bronze is different, and Firebrand is delighted by murderous pyrotechnic displays.” 
 
    Firebrand made no denial. 
 
    You raise valid points, my altar ego acknowledged.  Okay.  Should I go? 
 
    “Yes and no.  Once you go, I’m going to start.” 
 
    Now I feel guilty about leaving you alone. 
 
    “Just go,” I sighed.  “I have abominable things to do.” 
 
    One last time.  Are you sure this is what you need to do?  Not “want” to do, since you don’t, but is this the best option? 
 
    “Sometimes, there are no good choices.  You still have to choose.  In this case, I see it as a fundamental Us or Them problem.  I’m okay with that.  Sometimes the problem is simple.  What bothers me is I don’t have another solution.  I know what I’m doing is wrong, but I don’t have anything right to do!  Since I’m stuck with Them or Us, I choose Us.” 
 
    All right.  Is there anything else you need from me before Armageddon? 
 
    “No.  Wait.  Yes.  Where’s the main temple for the Church of Light?” 
 
    The physical building?  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Look at the map.  See Salacia?  Move south about forty miles, then west about thirty.  There’s the city of Kolammia.  The main temple is the big dome with all the outbuildings and pavement surrounding it. 
 
    “It seems familiar.  I might have looked it over, once, while considering how to blow it up.” 
 
    I wouldn’t doubt it. 
 
    “Have they always had it there?  Their headquarters, I mean.” 
 
    Nope.  The physical temple has been there for centuries, but they started expanding around it shortly before they invaded Karvalen a few years ago.  They moved their flag there about the same time.  I’m not privy to why, exactly, but it does have better roads for pilgrims, it’s farther from the coast and possible invasions, and it’s farther west, to be slightly more central to the expanded Empire of Light.  Uh… they might also have detected any earlier attempts at scrying into their main temple.  It wouldn’t be enough to make them reorganize, you understand, but it might have tipped the scales. 
 
    “Great.  Intelligent enemies.  Not what I needed.” 
 
    You won’t have them for much longer. 
 
    “You.  Are.  Not.  Helping.” 
 
    Anything else I can do for you? 
 
    “Forgive me for what I’m about to do?” 
 
    There’s only one person who can do that. 
 
    “I know.  And I’m not the sort to go easy on myself.” 
 
    At least your self-image isn’t entirely wrong. 
 
    And he was gone. 
 
    I rolled my head around a few times, took a few useless deep breaths, and rested my undead hands on the edge of the sand table.  I have doubts.  I have terrible pangs of pre-guilt.  I have an overwhelming sense of failure.  What I don’t have is a good solution.  I have a big damn lemon, but neither water nor sugar, so there’s no lemonade for me!  I’m going to have to eat it. 
 
    How did that song go? 
 
    I am the god of hellfire, and I bring you… 
 
      
 
    There are several considerations when nuking a city.  At the most basic level, yes, you blow it up.  Granted.  And, at the most basic level, swordsmanship is “Stick ’em with the pointy end.” 
 
    There’s more to it than a straightforward giant kaboom!  There are different sorts of secondary effects at different detonation altitudes.  For example, if you bury a bomb in the basement, you drastically increase the size of the crater, as well as the amount of radioactive material you send skyward.  This materially adds to the fallout.  If the bomb goes off above ground, it has less fallout and a smaller crater, but the fireball and shockwave are larger.  As your point of detonation gets higher, you get less and less fallout afterward—a good thing, in my opinion—and the area of your immediate blast becomes larger.  There comes a point, of course, where you’re setting the bomb off a little too high.  Your target is still underneath you, but too far away to be affected as severely.  It’s a balancing act between maximum destructiveness and unwanted radiation in the aftermath, at least for me. 
 
    Of course, if you’re trying to irradiate vast regions, put your nuke in a ground-penetrating warhead, check the wind direction, and pick your target point. 
 
    I already discussed all this with Diogenes.  For a six hundred kiloton airburst—or thereabouts; I didn’t have exact mass readings on the arrowheads—my target height was fifteen hundred meters.  Pick a city, draw the bow, get a gate lock, and fire an arrow upward from someone’s chimney-pot top.  With that bow and the usual delayed-action acceleration spell, firing an arrow a kilometer and a half straight up isn’t a problem.  The trick is getting it to go off before it gets too high!  So, give it a spell to act as an altimeter, launch the arrow, close the gate, and move on to the next target before I have to see what happens. 
 
    If you want the gory details, here they are. 
 
    First off, let us address the mushroom cloud.  There’s the big visual.  Following the unholy flash of retina-frying light, we get the FOOM! and the ongoing after-rumble, like thunder.  Assuming your retinas aren’t fried, you get to see the rest.  Up goes the tall man of smoke with the wide hat.  This particular man stands about eighteen thousand meters high—call it sixty thousand feet.  High enough to engulf most commercial aircraft if the EMP didn’t already send them into ground-bound death spirals.  The mushroom portion of the cloud is even wider than the whole thing is tall.  Twenty, twenty-five thousand meters?  It’s huge.  It’s impressive. 
 
    When dealing with nuclear weapons, as a general rule of thumb, if you can see the mushroom cloud, you are too close. 
 
    Of course, this world is flat, so there’s no horizon.  Everybody can see it.  If I had a window, I could see it from here. 
 
    So, mushroom cloud.  Check. 
 
    There’s also the incineration effect of the fireball.  It’s a good visual, but you have to be even closer to see it.  Remember the initial bright flash?  The one you ducked so you could see the rest?  Let’s address it for a second.  It fries everything to ashes within… seven hundred meters?  Call it half a mile.  For people, buildings, livestock, vehicles—whatever—it’s like a full-frontal blowtorch, only worse. 
 
    As gruesome as the flash-fry effect is, it’s something of an anticlimax.  The only reason it’s given any screen time in the movies is for the visual.  The heat travels at the speed of light, so it gets to the victims before the speed-of-sound shockwave.  There’s a brief window between the two, but movies generally stretch it so the audience can get a good look and the visual effects department can justify their budget.  Then the shockwave hits, and it’s even more devastating.  Sure, the house has been set on fire, but out to, say, two, two and a half thousand meters in any direction—a mile and a quarter, maybe a bit more from ground zero—it all gets blasted to matchwood.  Wooden houses, stone towers, walled keeps, they all go tumbling down like a nursery rhyme. 
 
    In a way, this is a good thing!  The zone of more-likely-to-die-than-not radiation dosage is somewhat smaller than the fireball at this detonation altitude.  So, by and large, dying from radiation sickness isn’t much of an issue, since everyone likely to die from it is charred to ashes and blasted to smithereens. 
 
    With nuclear weapons, take any good news you can get. 
 
    These aren’t sharp delineations, of course.  The same effects still happen farther away, only not as much.  You still get some radiation at twice the distance, but it’s more likely to make you sick than to kill you.  At three miles, the shockwave will knock down your house rather than blast it to kindling.  At that distance, hiding in a ditch may keep you from being blasted, as well.  And the thermal portion of this exercise might not reduce you to ashes, but it will still give you third-degree burns on any exposed skin as far away as ten kilometers—call it six miles—from ground zero. 
 
    No matter how far away you are, it’s not safe to look directly at it when it detonates.  Safety first. 
 
    Once things cool down a bit, the crater is over three hundred meters across.  You can string three football fields in line and they’ll just about fit, if you overlap the end zones.  It’s also between fifty and a hundred meters deep, depending on where the bedrock is.  At this altitude, the blast doesn’t pick up much material, if any.  Fallout isn’t a major problem.  On the other hand, the crater and everything around it is likely to glow in the dark for a while, but most of it will be short-lived. 
 
    All in all, the center of town has a big, circular hole punched in it.  Get out the city map, put a pin the middle of town, and draw a circle three miles across.  How much town is left?  Oh, and outside the circle, knock down anything made of wood and set fire to everything flammable.  Does it still count as a town?  Now find another city map and repeat. 
 
    Forty-three times. 
 
      
 
    I presented three mirrors to the dusks outside the scrying room, as well as instructions to have the men imaged therein arrested and held to await my pleasure.  One took the mirrors, saluted, and sprinted off.  The other fell into step beside me as I walked away. 
 
    One out of two isn’t bad, I suppose.  I wondered what he would do if an assassin sprang out.  Anyone qualified—anyone the Order of Shadow felt qualified—to be in a war was already there.  This kid couldn’t be fifteen.  I’d guess he was thirteen.  A big, strong, well-trained thirteen-year-old, but not yet an adult, not even in Karvalen.  They don’t view adulthood the same way, here, though.  It’s not an arbitrary number, it’s the ability to fend for yourself.  You can be an “adult” at thirteen, if you think you can swing it.  I doubted he could, but also suspected he’d be more of a help in a fight than a hindrance.  Clearly, he felt proud of his responsibility. 
 
    He followed me up to the King’s Chambers and went in first.  I let him, mostly because he didn’t ask.  He slipped through the door, steel armor scraping against the stone, even as I opened it.  He had sword drawn and was ready to face any hostile entities lying in wait. 
 
    I might have enjoyed having something hostile try to kill me.  I was not in a good mood. 
 
    I had the mountain unseal the door to the balcony-patio area.  I don’t recall the last time I was out there.  I know I went out at least once, but how long ago was it?  A year?  Eight years?  Sixteen?  I don’t remember and I’m not going to consult my mental diary to find out. 
 
    Of course, once I was out there, I realized it faced due north, exactly opposite the way I wanted to look.  Maybe it was a sign.  I went up there to look, but maybe I don’t want to look.  I don’t want to see.  I haven’t tried scrying on any of the… sites… with a mirror.  Even as I made giant footprints of fiery death along the Empire of Light, I had Diogenes zoom in with the sand table on the next target, never on the aftermath. 
 
    I thought I felt a faint vibration in the floor. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” I asked my shadow.  My armored shadow, not my actual shadow.  He looked puzzled as I crouched down and touched the stone with my fingertips. 
 
    Another faint vibration.  Definitely.  And a third.  And a fourth. 
 
    Shockwaves.  Of course.  It takes time for them to travel through the rock, just like the vibrations of earthquakes take time to travel from their epicenters.  It simply took this long to reach me, here in the mountain. 
 
    I retreated from the patio, returning to the interior of the mountain, perhaps to hide my face from the world. 
 
    Of course, my Diogephone rang immediately.  I dug it out to answer, missing my old skinphone.  Skinphones aren’t practical in armor.  Wearing one under the armor means it’s useless.  Building them into a forearm weakens the armor.  Wearing them over the armor means it breaks instantly.  At least with an electronic brick, I can armor it and put it in a pocket.  Plus, I have a magic cloak.  It’s greatest power, I think, is it always has a pocket when I need one. 
 
    “Hello?” I answered. 
 
    “Professor, we have a hit on the orb-detection gate.” 
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
    “Where?!” I asked, as calmly as I was able, which wasn’t very.  Diogenes was unruffled by the unintended urgency of my tone.  The dusk on bodyguard detail stepped smartly around the edge of the doorway and out of my line of sight.  Obviously, there’s an intelligence requirement for a Knight of Shadow.  Or maybe it’s one of the general orders:  When the King is using That Tone, don’t be a visible target. 
 
    “Probe gates do not have a lock on the Orb, but three are accessing nearby openings.  Readings are consistent with the world of Rethven.  Visual observations indicate a ruined city.  Astronomical observations indicate a location to the extreme west.” 
 
    “Zirafel.” 
 
    I jumped off the balcony and headed for the courtyard doors.  Bronze met me halfway there, already knowing my intention.  This was the perfect distraction from dealing with my foray into mass murder, as well as a long-standing thing on my To Do list.  Grabbing an Evil Orb and burying it on an intergalactic comet would make me feel immensely better. 
 
    We galloped into the mountain and through the corridors.  Bronze let out a metallic, screaming wail to herald our coming while I sent a wedge of light ahead to encourage people to clear the way.  It worked, or mostly.  People plastered themselves flat against the walls and we raced between them.  We didn’t hit her top speed, but we went much more quickly than I would have guessed. 
 
    We skidded to an almost-stop in front of the upper gate-room door.  Bronze hit it with both front hooves, high up, and knocked the door-slab down.  I felt bad about it for a fraction of a second, but the mountain wouldn’t mind and would fix it within a few days. 
 
    Inside the gate room, I slid down along one side of Bronze and came to a final halt next to the gate.  I grabbed it by the magical lapels and ordered it to seek the Great Arch of Zirafel, to lock on, to open, and give us passage. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    I tried again, harder, drawing on the power of the crystals in the walls.  The spell worked, the gate reached out, but it failed again to make a connection. 
 
    Which, of course, was only to be expected if the Great Arch was in use—if the Orb was getting away. 
 
    I tried again with even greater urgency, aiming instead for the granary I’d once prepared as an escape route.  It connected with a sudden snap in perspective and both Bronze and I were through it before the vertigo could subside.  I grabbed the saddlehorn with both hands and she bolted, swinging me aboard as we shot toward the Plaza of the Arch. 
 
    If the Orb of Evil was on the move and detectable, it had someone to move it and somewhere to go.  If it was willing to be detected—if it was willing to risk detection—it obviously felt the journey was important.  And if it was important to the Orb, stopping the journey was important to me. 
 
    If it didn’t know we detected it, it was in for a nasty surprise.  I’m pretty sure it would be as thrilled to see me as I would be to see it. 
 
    I held on for dear life, if I may use the phrase, as Bronze cornered at a full gallop, hooves sticking to the ground as though magnetized, blue-green sparks arcing all around them.  We would have thundered around the corner, but she was being stealthy.  She knows several neat tricks like that.  We now had a straight shot toward the Plaza of the Arch and I had a partial view of the proceedings. 
 
    The Arch was already active, as I thought.  A man had his back to me, facing the arch.  He held the Awful Orb up over his head, in bloody hands, while the Arch operated.  “Operated,” I say.  The Arch didn’t seem to have a connection, as such.  Through it, I saw what appeared to be a long, dark tunnel, not a simple doorway to a destination.  I had the impression it was extending, lengthening like some sort of trick photography shot, making the apparent tunnel extend into the distance.  Overall, it struck me as similar to the instant between establishing a connection and the sudden snap of it coming close, only this went on far longer. 
 
    Was the Arch dialing out?  It could only dial Tamaril, or so I was led to believe.  Or was someone else dialing in, forming a connection with the Arch of Zirafel as the destination?  If so, who—or what—was the Orb trying to summon through it?  And why?  Or was the power diagram designed to force the Arch to dial another destination?  If so, a specific, single destination as part of the design, or a more versatile dialing subroutine temporarily bolted on to the Arch’s enchantment? 
 
    To either side of the Arch, at each foot of it, lay a body.  One was a horse, its throat slit, and the other was a woman.  I didn’t recognize her, but I could see her heart was removed with less than surgical precision.  Most of their blood was on the ground, painted, I presume, into significant symbols.  I couldn’t tell for certain at that distance; even atop Mount Bronze, the angle was poor.  On the other hand—well, other eyeball—the magical spectrum around the Arch lit up like a containment diagram for angels.  It sizzled and shimmered in glowing lines of crimson and gold and lightning blue, all rotating slowly counterclockwise with the Arch as the pivot.  Some of it was unintentional discharge, power surging and sparking as it leaked from the spell’s imperfect internal conduit connections.  Even the leakage looked physically dangerous.  If it weren’t for a bit of shielding directly in front of the Arch, power would likely ground through anyone standing there and crisp them like a lightning-struck marshmallow. 
 
    Bronze accelerated, leaving smoking hoofprints in the stones along the straight street toward the Plaza of the Arch.  The crackle of blue-green sparks was barely audible over the rush of wind and underlit us with their eerie glow.  Even my cloak helped, tucking itself down and writhing into a tight covering over my armor, reducing the wind resistance.  Bronze tried not to breathe fire, to keep us as low-profile as possible for as long as possible, but, despite her best efforts, finally started blowing jets of blue flame from her nostrils a solid streams of black smoke from her ears.  I crouched like a jockey and watched ahead, trying to anticipate. 
 
    Within the Arch, the other end of the connection drew no closer.  It didn’t snap into place.  It remained a long corridor of darkness until, finally, a dim, silvery light appeared at the far end of the tunnel. 
 
    The Arch ate itself. 
 
    The twining, interwoven cables of its structure rolled around each other, their substance turning to energy to feed the connection.  The thick, woven cables disappeared, one by one, thinning the structure of the Arch.  As it did so, it converted the substance of its being into power.  The brightness of all the spell-wrought lines of force increased drastically, shining like cracks in a black sky letting in the sun.  The leakages ceased as all that power suddenly had somewhere to go. 
 
    The man with the Orb stepped into the dark tunnel as the Arch continued to shrivel.  He vanished into the distance, as though pulled down the tunnel by some unseen force to disappear into the light.  The Arch, however, thinned even more quickly. 
 
    Bronze made an instant evaluation.  Even at her speed, we had a fair amount of street and the whole width of the Plaza to cross.  We wouldn’t reach the Arch before the structure of it diminished to nothingness—that is, not without running full-tilt into whatever was on the other end of the connection.  I agreed.  Since the other end might not be in Tamaril, it might be anywhere—including somewhere sunlit.  If I were the Orb and making an escape, I’d choose somewhere hard to follow, so it was unlikely to be healthy. 
 
    Instead, we approached at full speed while I shifted my awareness into hyperdrive.  I wanted to understand—or at least remember—every line of light, every arc of energy, every aura of power.  Wherever the Orb went, I was going to find it, and knowing how it got there, wherever “there” was, was a crucial step.  I studied the spell as we approached, stretching those few seconds into minutes. 
 
    Bronze altered her course to swing around the remains of the Arch and the spell painted on the ground before it.  She turned away from the diagram, blowing vast clouds of fire over one shoulder now that we were no longer concerned with stealth.  Her hooves dug crackling, spark-shot divots in the stone, carrying us in a curve so I might study the symbols on the ground.  It was a wise move on her part, since the blood was still fresh enough to want to crawl to me.  We kept enough distance to minimize the effect.  It blurred some symbols, but not beyond recognition.  I felt I could, with work, reassemble the spell fairly accurately and infer much of the rest.  If I missed an ideogram or three, I could solve for those with a little trial and error. 
 
    However, my hemo-magnetism distorted the symbols enough to disrupt the spell.  I immediately understood at least part of its function.  The quasi-physical structure of the Arch was being transformed back into energy to establish the connection, hence the rapid decrease in mass.  It should have been—would have been—an instantaneous process, I think.  The spell slowed the process down, forcing it to operate in a more sedate fashion, making the Arch into a one-shot portal.  No wonder the Orb felt safe.  By expending the Arch, I couldn’t use it to reestablish the connection with its last destination! 
 
    When my presence distorted the fresh blood on the ground, it disrupted the spell holding the reaction in check.  The blood burned with a crimson radiance, looking as though raw lava cracked the pavement to rise into view.  The last of the Great Arch of Zirafel instantly consumed itself, rolling inward around itself, shrinking to a single thread of existence, a geometric line—and vanishing.  A silent wave rolled outward from it, transforming everything near it in an expanding circle of destructive change. 
 
    Bronze is sensitive to magical operations, which is hardly surprising, considering her origins.  She felt the spell breaking and shifted from curving around the Arch to running straight away from it.  I looked back under one arm while Bronze ran for it.  For a moment, I thought she might even outrun whatever happened.  We were already in motion and going faster than I’d have thought possible. 
 
    Behind us, the flagstones cracked, almost shattered.  They didn’t explode, but cracked again and again and again, shivering to pieces as though… as though… as though they vibrated apart.  Disintegrated.  The effect followed us like a shockwave across the Plaza of the Arch, leaving only dust where the Arch once stood, but diminishing with distance.  By the time we reached the edge of the Plaza, the flagstones were only cracking to pieces, not crumbling to dust.  The effect, when it hit the buildings, was more pronounced.  They collapsed immediately into heaps of rubble, but I didn’t pay too much attention since they couldn’t fall on us. 
 
    Once beyond the flagstones around the Arch, the effect had plants to chew on.  They grew.  Vines lengthened and thickened.  Trees shot up, roots spread out, leaves showered down from a hundred seasons.  Grass spread, unchecked, burying the old roads, forcing the stones apart even as the road-stones themselves cracked to let green shoots through.  The effect continued to diminish in force as we gained distance, but eventually it caught up to us despite Bronze’s speed.  It washed over us, through us, and went on its way ahead of us, diminishing further as it went on ahead. 
 
    Bronze slowed gradually, falling from an all-out run to a gallop, a trot, a walk.  She stopped, ears perked forward and smoking, blowing flame from her mouth, puzzled. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I admitted, taking stock of myself and her.  We seemed none the worse for wear.  All around us, buildings collapsed, plants grew, the ground shifted, but we stood still and unchanged.  Or, no, almost unchanged.  My belt and baldric were now heavily worn and somewhat stiff, the leather cracked and dry.  The flexible portions of my armor were also stiff and crackled when I moved. 
 
    “Firebrand?  You all right?” 
 
    I’m fine.  I didn’t feel much, if anything.  Maybe a little bit of a tingle? 
 
    “Yeah, that’s about all I noticed.  Bronze, too.” 
 
    Bronze twitched an ear at me, wondering what it was all about. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t a wave of living energy, I’ll tell you that much.  I would know.” 
 
    She trusted me to know my business. 
 
    Did everything get older? Firebrand asked.  This is what the place would look like in fifty or a hundred years, isn’t it? 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “The plants should be dead, not more overgrown.  They need rain and sunlight or they don’t grow.  They should wither and die if they aged even a year without a year’s worth of water.  Rocks don’t spontaneously crack open.  Water gets in, freezes in winter, and makes small cracks bigger.  Over a century, you get broken stones.  They don’t split open simply because time passes.” 
 
    So why does it look that way? 
 
    “As I said, I don’t know what happened.  What I do know is I want to get what I saw of the spell diagram written down while I still remember it.” 
 
    Bronze urged me to go ahead.  She would keep an eye on things and inform me of any change.  I went into my headspace to sit at my desk and draw what I could remember, puzzle out what I couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    I emerged again in moments, having spent far longer inside than out.  Nothing seemed further altered. 
 
    We worked our way through the jungle-covered rubble of what was once Zirafel.  The streets were flat places between hills, now, with the occasional column or wall jutting upward from the grass and vines.  The place was thoroughly reclaimed from civilization.  In another hundred years, there might not be anything left worth uncovering. 
 
    We passed one of the few standing buildings.  I recognized it as a house with a pair of magical maintenance golems.  It started out in better shape than any of the surrounding buildings, and it weathered the effect better.  Vines covered it, but it seemed intact. 
 
    I stopped there, dismounted, and went inside. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “I want to see if the golems are still working.” 
 
    I found them inside the house.  They were working perfectly, walking side by side through the house, gently touching everything in sequence.  The house, on the inside, was unchanged.  Because of the maintenance and repair golems?  Their enchantments weren’t that strong.  I wasn’t sure how they survived, much less kept the house in order. 
 
    Outside, I reflected how they needed a gardener golem.  The maintenance golems might keep the interior looking pristine for a thousand years, but the roots and vines would eventually start pulling down the house. 
 
    As we headed away from the Plaza, the effect diminished.  Maybe the Imperial Palace was intact.  It had more courtyard for plants to cross and it was farther away from the center of the effect.  We didn’t detour to look. 
 
    Walking through Zirafel, out of the area of effect, it did seem uncannily like a walk through different phases of a city going to jungle.  Behind us, it was thorough to the point of unrecognizability.  Before us, it grew more and more citified, less overgrown—less ancient? 
 
    I decided to make one short detour to check on the morons.  Excuse me.  I meant the religious zealots who refused to abandon an indefensible village known to be a target of slaving raids.  Not “morons.”  I shouldn’t call them that.  But I’m going to think it because I’m an opinionated irreligious monster and a bad person. 
 
    The place was a shambles.  Their structures weren’t as badly hit, being farther from the center, but they started out less sturdy than the masonry of Zirafel.  Most were collapsed.  Pole-and-shingle roofs were universally fallen in, along with at least one wall of every house.  All food was gone, as were most wooden or leather goods. 
 
    There were few people and they were in no better shape.  Most of them were long-dead, or appeared to be.  There were no children, no babies, not even young adults.  Every body was of someone at least fifty.  The majority died during the collapse of their houses, or were already dead of old age.  It was hard to tell, since everything was artificially ancient.  The village was a ruin, long gone, long ago. 
 
    “Okay, I’m taking suggestions.” 
 
    Are you sure this wasn’t some sort of… I dunno.  Aging thing?  I mean, last time we were here, everyone was, you know, alive. 
 
    “An aging effect?  I doubt it.  It strikes me as too complicated.” 
 
    I don’t get it. 
 
    “It’s one thing to… hmm.  Look, if someone is going to grow old, it takes time.  Lots of things happen.  They eat, they breathe, they live, and so on.  In ten, twenty, fifty years, they’re older.  If you shove them through a time-distortion effect, you have to feed them, give them air, and let them live their lives in the distortion.  Fifty years go by in there while only a moment goes by out here.  At minimum, they need fifty years’ worth of food and water to survive.  With me so far?” 
 
    Sure. 
 
    “An aging effect would make them older without making them take up more time.  It would be a complicated spell, forcing them to experience the effects of rapid aging—sagging skin, cataracts, all sorts of cell division errors, the works.  I can see how the catastrophic, uncontrolled collapse of a wormhole could cause some sort of time warp, but a make-you-age spell?  One is an abuse of spacetime.  The other is a big bunch of complex biological processes.  I don’t see them overlapping.” 
 
    Don’t magicians steal youth from victims? 
 
    “Technically, no.  They shove some of their age into youthful victims by transferring some of the effects of aging onto multiple subjects, allowing the subjects to each experience a portion of the detrimental effects of age while the magician no longer does.  Which, I suppose, is vaguely similar in some respects to what happened here… but only vaguely.  I’m not overly familiar with the particulars of those spells, but from what I do know, they’re complex, specific things, not something to happen by simple accident.  It’s the equivalent of throwing knives at someone in the hope you coincidentally perform a surgical operation.  A successful one.  One where the patient survives.” 
 
    Got it.  So what did happen here?  
 
    “I’m not sure what happened—” I began.  My pocket mirror chimed and I fished it out.  Seldar looked out of it.  He struck me as being somewhat pale, possibly a bit green.  It was hard to tell.  Nighttime means everything is illuminated for me, but it’s also in monochrome.  I doubted Seldar could see me at all well, so I conjured a light at my end, forming a ring around my pocket mirror to illuminate my face. 
 
    “Evening,” I offered.  “Are you feeling all right?” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “With your permission, Dread Lord, I would say I have not called to discuss my health.” 
 
    “Dread Lord?” I echoed, and wished I could catch the words after they escaped.  Seldar was down south, maybe thirty miles from the first of the… 
 
    Yeah.  Dread Lord.  Right. 
 
    “Never mind,” I continued, instead.  “I understand.  What’s on your mind, Seldar?” 
 
    “Kammen has returned to us.  I am given to understand we shall conquer, pacify, and incorporate into the Kingdom of Karvalen all who remain in the lands once held in thrall by the Church of Light?” 
 
    “I’m for it,” I agreed.  “You might want to discuss the current strategic situation with Lissette.  The Queen, I mean.  It strikes me as more merciful to roll through, organize what’s left, and start rebuilding than it is to leave them to their own devices.” 
 
    “Indeed.  Do you wish to show any mercy?” he asked.  I heard a rumble of thunder through the connection.  It sounded like a storm was coming. 
 
    “Is that a serious question or a rebuke?  —and I’m asking it seriously.” 
 
    “I…” he began, and paused.  He took a few breaths.  “I am not entirely certain, Sire.  Perhaps a bit of both.” 
 
    “Seldar, I accept your rebuke, because I deserve it and because it is you who offers it.  I probably deserve more than a rebuke, but I have no doubt my actions will haunt whatever is left of my conscience for eternity.  Having accepted it and having said so, let it go.  Please.” 
 
    “As you say, Sire.” 
 
    “So, yes.  Where we can afford mercy, show it.  It’s the usual thing, really.  The Demon King lost his temper.  Lucky for everyone, the Bright Queen is a kind, gentle, motherly sort who would heal the hurts her husband caused.  Do you think we can pitch it that way and have people catch it?” 
 
    “It… it does follow the… established pattern.  Yes, Sire.” 
 
    “And stop calling me that!” 
 
    “As you wish.”  He quirked half a smile.  “Of course, Your Royal Demonic Majesty.” 
 
    “Not funny, but sort of an improvement,” I admitted. 
 
    “Shall I, then, speak with Her Majesty in regard to your wishes?  Or will you do so?” 
 
    “You handle it.  I have enough on my plate coming to grips with being a mass murderer on an unprecedented scale.” 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “You sound concerned.” 
 
    “I wonder how this has affected you,” he agreed.  “I had not thought this sort of destruction was… something you would condone, much less perform.” 
 
    “I didn’t see another way.  I admit I’m stupid, but at least I’m effective.” 
 
    “May one ask how many times you were ‘effective’?” 
 
    “Forty-three.  And the main temple of the Church of Light is a crater, by the way.  I’m not sure there are enough people—never mind real soldiers—between you and Kamshasa to count as a decent fight, much less an army.  But hunt down any priests of the Lord of Light and kill them anyway, would you?” 
 
    “In that, you will find us entirely willing, Master of Infernal Might.” 
 
    “These are just suggestions,” I added.  “However Lissette wants to handle this, do it.  I’m guessing the situation is a lot less dangerous than it was.” 
 
    “If you mean the war is over, you are undoubtedly correct.  The Church of Light is not destroyed, but from what you tell me, its power is broken.  Indeed, we have already had overtures from Zhoka about becoming a vassal state to Karvalen.  I presume the capitol of H’zhad’Eyn, along with Castle Falken and King Ectelerean, have been smote in the same fashion as those we have seen?” 
 
    “Was the capitol farther east of your position?” 
 
    “Yes.  We are still encamped at Zhoka, at least until morning.” 
 
    “Zhoka.  Right.  Zhadivos is the other one, the capitol.  Well, if it was east of Zhoka and still on our list to conquer, it’s gone,” I admitted.  Seldar sighed. 
 
    “My King, may I make an observation and a suggestion?” 
 
    “It’s your duty to advise me, Seldar, even when I don’t want to hear it.  And I know you will.  You’re the only person to ever slap me to get my attention and survive.  You can get away with telling me anything, even if you need to do it over a mirror to feel safe.” 
 
    “It gratifies me to hear it,” he admitted.  “My observation is:  by this demonstration of power, you will be sought.  Those who fear you will now do anything to kill you.  Those who wish your favor will do anything to win it.  Most will seek only to avoid your notice, of course, but those to either extreme will become more extreme.  You have worked a miracle of fire and blood to better the fortunes of the kingdom, but you have further polarized those who would regard you as something other than a king.  You will not be known as the demon king after this—or not for long.” 
 
    “Well, damn,” I observed.  I might have added a few more words not fit for children. 
 
    “My suggestion,” he continued, “is to exercise great care if you choose to leave the confines of the mountain.  I see from the background you are not within it now, so I caution you to efforts even greater than those you normally display in your attempts to remain unnoticed.” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea to cover it,” I told him, because I had one the moment he mentioned it.  “Anything else?” 
 
    “Not for now, no, you who are Her Majesty’s Darkness.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s actually a good one.  I like it.” 
 
    “Shall I use it exclusively?” 
 
    “I’d get bored with it.  Remember it in case we ever talk in Lissette’s presence, though.  I want to see her face.” 
 
    “I shall.  And I shall attempt to discuss the matter of the Queen’s wishes immediately.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  I hung up on him and put the mirror away.  I rubbed my face briskly with both hands, as though to scrub away the visions still dancing behind my eyes.  I put up a good front for Seldar, but my cheerful disposition was exactly that:  A front.  I was feeling… well, not sunny and cheerful.  It’s hard to explain exactly how I felt.  Frustrated and angry, certainly.  Possibly also a bit of shock from my own self-inflicted trauma.  It’s not every day I play global thermonuclear war.  I’d rather play Tic-Tac-Toe. 
 
    “All right.  I have an orb to chase, a queen to support, and—while fewer in number, greater in intensity—fanatics to dodge.  Anybody have anything to add?” 
 
    Bronze shook her head, mane making a metallic whisper.  Firebrand cleared an imaginary throat. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Look, Boss.  Anybody who can set a continent on fire and shake it has my vote for god-king-emperor of the world and the person not to screw around with.  But I’m mostly a dragon.  Humans are about as sensible as the weather.  They’ll do what they’ll do, and generally it’s stupid. 
 
    “I want to argue, but I can’t.  Go on.” 
 
    Why don’t we leave?  Forget this place.  You don’t like it here, anyway.  People were trying to kill you before—kill you or take your blood.  And the crazy fanatic religious types wanted you dead.  Now you’ll have people who liked you thinking you’re too dangerous to live.  You make things… complicated.  Yes, complicated.  Whenever you’re around people, that is.  You’re not so bad on your own, but once you get to fooling around with humans, things go sideways. 
 
    “That’s my plan, or mostly.  Wherever the Orb went, we have to chase it down and deal with it.  It hasn’t been lurking in this world doing nothing.  If it’s leaving, it has a good reason.  It has somewhere to go, something to do, and the thing has to be stopped.  If we could have made it to the Arch in time to stop it, we would have had it right then.  As it is, there are a few things I have to deal with before we can chase it.” 
 
    Such as? 
 
    “Figuring out where it went and how it got there.  I didn’t think it could dial out on the Great Arch.  It’s possible it called someone or something else to open a gate to the Arch.  If so, I want to know who allied itself with the Orb.  See what I mean?” 
 
    Could it have been the Lord of Light?  It’s got minions in other worlds, right? 
 
    “Yes.  And that’s one of the many things I have to discover or do.  I dread the thought of a black-souled vampire lord working with the Orb of the Demon King.” 
 
    I paused and gripped my temples with one hand.  I have ninety percent of a strange spell for self-destructing an Arch—and it’s my only clue as to where the Orb of Evil actually went.  I owe Bob, at the very least, a gateway and instructions on how to make a parachute.  The Temple of Shadow will, temporarily, see to the safety of the Temple of Flame, but I don’t have to do it personally.  I probably ought to make some arrangement with Lissette, put some sort of political spin on this incident.  She called up the Demon King and this is the result?  Maybe.  Is there some way we can give everyone the impression she summoned the genie from the bottle to end the war and it warped her wish?  Or should I stay out of it and let her spread whatever propaganda seems best to her?  I’m leaning toward letting her say whatever she wants.  Maybe she and Beltar can work out some theological propaganda to help the Queen, the kingdom, and my altar ego all at once… So much to do, so much to do… 
 
    All at once, I felt so very tired. 
 
    I’ve just nuked one religion, two and a half kingdoms, and maybe a couple of million people.  I’m not feeling up to this. 
 
    On the bright side, Firebrand pointed out, this time, you don’t have indigestion from eating them all. 
 
    “You know what?” I asked, possibly of anyone, possibly of myself.  Firebrand answered. 
 
    No.  What? 
 
    “I’ve had it.” 
 
    Had what? 
 
    “It.  The proverbial ‘it.’  I’ve had it with everything.  I try to help—I really do—and all I manage is to lay another paving-slab on the road to Hell.  Good intentions be damned.  I’m going back to Apocalyptica.  I’m going to distract myself with a strange spell until dawn.  I’m going to sit in a hot shower, in the dark, and try to come to grips with the fact I’m more of a monster than I ever imagined.  I’m going to step back and get the hell out of other people’s lives.  They don’t need me and they certainly haven’t done anything to deserve me screwing them up.  And, as soon as I can, I’m going to hunt down an evil orb and do things to it only a monster could think up.” 
 
    Bronze, cool enough to no longer blow fire involuntarily, turned in place to head for the ruined granary. Maybe the makeshift gate spell was still in it.  I pulled out my Diogephone and prepared to transfer the gate locus from the phone to the larger opening. 
 
    Diogenes didn’t answer.  The dedicated micro-gate inside the phone failed to connect at all. 
 
    I didn’t crush the phone.  I didn’t throw it.  I didn’t swear or scream or beat my fists against the walls.  I dismounted and Bronze stopped, watching me but not interfering.  I phone down with exacting care, and walked away. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    I unbuckled the belt and baldric and let both swords fall to the ground without breaking stride.  Firebrand chose, wisely, to remain silent. 
 
    One more damned thing.  Another after another after another.  I have only a certain amount of wits and I was at their end. 
 
      
 
    A temper tantrum is not the way a mature adult deals with stress.  Then again, I’m not always mature, I don’t adult well, and I can honestly say only a few people have been subjected to my stress.  Maybe I can be excused a little bit of enraged screaming and rock-shattering. 
 
    It embarrasses me to lose control.  I don’t like losing my temper.  Even with what might be called a good excuse, it still seems like a childish tantrum and unbecoming someone of my advanced years.  I feel humiliated as well as frustrated, which only makes it worse. 
 
    On the other hand, I did feel better.  A little, anyway. 
 
    I dug a rock chip out of my cheek while waiting for my hands to heal.  The cornerstone I sat on was part of a brand-new pile of rubble.  I flexed my fingers.  Punching solid rock is unrewarding.  Clawing it isn’t much better.  I can gouge the stone, but I risk momentarily tearing loose a fingernail.  It’s not pleasant, but I sort of welcomed the pain.  It was that kind of day. 
 
    Ah.  Friday the thirteenth.  Of course.  I should have expected it. 
 
    Bronze emerged from around a rocky hillock.  She held my swordbelt in her mouth.  Now that I was feeling better, did I want to put it on again? 
 
    I buckled and fastened and adjusted, carefully, so as not to damage it further.  I took the time to cover it with a repair spell and went ahead and hit my armor with better one, as well.  Firebrand still didn’t have anything to say.  I didn’t either.  We were all somewhat quiet. 
 
    I scratched a small circle on a large block of stone.  With the Diogephone as a target link, I transferred the gate locus from the phone to the circle to look through it.  That is, I tried, but it failed to transfer.  It didn’t connect to anything, so there was nothing to transfer.  I opened the phone case and looked at the micro-gate.  The spell was still there and apparently functioning normally.  Since it was a dedicated gate—it could only dial the corresponding communications micro-gate in Apocalyptica—I couldn’t force it to connect with the circle I drew.  Using the circle to connect to the micro-gate would only prove it was an unbroken ring. 
 
    Still, the spell was intact.  The problem had to be at the other end. 
 
    Well, fine.  There’s more than one way to skin a cat—assuming I ever catch one, or even see one again. 
 
    We returned to the granary.  The granary was in even worse shape, of course, but the spell-gate was still there.  I reinforced it a bit, just to be sure, before I opened it and we stepped through.  Once we were in the mountain, in my upstairs gate room, Bronze moved to stand by the door and I turned back to my gate.  If there was a problem in Apocalyptica, it was about to have a pissed-off Demon King solution.  It might not be the ideal solution, but it will almost certainly kill whatever caused the problem. 
 
    Disdaining the phone’s micro-gate, I manually dialed for Apocalyptica, aiming for the variable-sized gate in the residence.  The gate opened in a ruined missile silo.  Stale, fetid air with the smell of rust and rot wafted through.  We stayed where we were and I closed it immediately. 
 
    I tried again, this time for the variable-sized gate in the Niagara facility.  The gate opened in the ruined girder-work of what was once a bridge.  Looking around, I thought I recognized the viewpoint.  We were close to the facility, but the aboveground structures marking the location were gone, as well as the retaining wall to divert the falls through our turbines.  The falls poured over into Crater Lake in a magnificent display. 
 
    I closed the gate again, shivering a little.  If it had been daytime… 
 
    Finally, I tried the old, old arch I once assembled out of a chunk of concrete, rebar, and woven strips of ruined cars.  If I recalled properly, it should be in the basement of the old library.  It wasn’t worth taking apart for scrap, and it was still an enchanted gateway. 
 
    I got the front door of the library, at least.  There was no sign of my old archway.  There was no sign I had ever been there at all.  Dust lay heavy on everything in the ruins. 
 
    I closed the gate and sat on the floor, angry and confused, to think about what the hell was going on. 
 
    Someone approached at jog, clanking, so I knew it was probably a dusk.  Carbon-composite armor clatters, but steel clanks.  He stopped at the entrance.  The door was mostly absorbed into the floor, but a new door was a long way from forming. 
 
    “My lord!” 
 
    “Get out!” I snapped, not even looking. 
 
    Feet… scurried?  Scampered?  Ran like hell?  Went away, at any rate.  I grumbled to myself for using That Voice and climbed to my feet.  Bronze and I left the upstairs gate room, both of us walking.  I clomped along, she clop-gonged with me without trying to be stealthy.  I noticed for the first time how her hooves rang with slightly different notes.  I had a sudden vision of her dancing like one of those fancy trained horses… Lippizan?  Lippanzer?  Damn it, that’s not right and I can’t remember at the moment.  I’m guessing she could be her own accompaniment if she tried.  At any rate, we wound down through the mountain to my private gate room. 
 
    No assassins leaped out.  Maybe they needed more time to set anything up.  Maybe they were all still stunned at the horrendous display of violence and were considering whether or not to risk attracting my attention.  I know it would be one of my great concerns, were our positions reversed. 
 
    I pivoted the door shut behind us and the mountain locked it by turning the door into part of the wall. 
 
    Now, to think. 
 
    Oh, who am I kidding?  I don’t know what’s going on in Apocalyptica, but I mean to find out. 
 
      
 
    Since I was temporarily vulnerable to solar incineration, I mounted my archery-gate on the wall.  To avoid accidents, I covered a flat plate of stone with a cloth and pressed it to the gate.  I couldn’t see the gate, but the blocking plate was small enough to hold in place with my hands and still touch the circle with my fingertips.  If I accidentally dialed a sunlit location, leaking light would hurt my fingers, but I could close the gate without blasting my face off.  If it wasn’t sunlit, I could simply lower the plate and look around. 
 
    I used this setup as a sort of window, a spyhole into other worlds, by opening it in various places.  I looked for Diogenes, or even signs of Diogenes’ activity.  I even looked at the Moon.  There were people on the Moon, sure, same as I expected, but of Diogenes or any of his works, there was no sign whatsoever.  I even checked for the original computer out of which I took his first quantum computer processor.  It was there, intact, with the processor still inside.  I even found a giant ant mound, but I don’t want to think about it, much less talk about it. 
 
    I closed my viewing-gate and considered. 
 
    All right, was it possible I wasn’t aiming precisely enough?  I’ve missed with my gate targeting before.  I could hit an alternate timeline Earth where I never arrived to interfere.  But, no, that wouldn’t hold up.  The Diogephone’s gate was tuned to a specific micro-gate in the correct world.  It couldn’t miss any more than two cans and a string could dial a wrong number.  Ergo, including it as a component in targeting my larger ring-gate meant I was definitely hitting the correct world. 
 
    You don’t undo decades of work by a Von Neumann machine in an instant.  I’ve seen massive changes before, of course, such as when I hit the wrong world—an alternate timeline.  Sasha’s house didn’t exist, as I recall, but only because it was a world where it was never built in the first place.  Clearly, this is not the case here.  I’m not hitting an alternative world where I never visited, although I’m sure such a timeline exists.  I’m specifically targeting where I was, and I keep getting this result. 
 
    Fine.  I have the correct world.  So, I have the “where.”  Let’s narrow down the “when” and maybe it’ll help with the “how,” which might lead to the “why.”  I last spoke to Diogenes when he called me about getting a hit on the orb search.  Between then and the next time I dialed the phone, it was how long?  Minutes?  And yet, somehow, in that time, everything in Apocalyptica was undone, fixed, reversed, until it was back to its original state, pre-Diogenes.  No, farther than that.  It was pre-me.  It was as though I never showed up.  Was this related to Diogenes’ world?  Or was this related to me, personally?  I know I tend to think everything is about me—well, trying to kill me—but only because experience is a good teacher. 
 
    I turned to my iridium assassination ring and checked some other places.  Of the ones in a nighttime time zone, I found:   
 
    The Ardent farmhouse was still there.  There was a family of four living in it and the farmland behind it was a new neighborhood.  I did not find a world where it matched my recollection of the ruins. 
 
    The Tomb of Brahmantia was intact, complete with traps, zombie guards, and the Eye of Brahmantia.  I did not find the one Mary and I looted. 
 
    Applewood Hall was full of sheeted furniture.  No signs of any school construction were to be seen.  There was no garden out back, and there were no flowers around the (non-functional) fountain. 
 
    Salvatore’s house was in good shape.  He was at home for the evening and growling at a subordinate about “the stupid Micks.” 
 
    I know Mary and I were in the Ardent farmhouse when it burned down.  We raided the Tomb of Brahmantia.  We killed Salvatore.  Yet, all these things pretended they never heard of us. 
 
    For these spot-checks, could I be hitting alternate timelines?  It’s possible, I suppose, but could I miss so badly on all four attempts?  It was technically possible, but it’s technically possible to be struck by lightning four times in one day, too.  If I get hit by lightning four times, I assume someone is out to get me or I’m standing in an extremely bad place. 
 
    I dialed my little observation gate for Nexus, seeking Mary.  It locked on to a side mirror of the vehicle when it found her.  She was in one of the automated, self-driving cars.  From the look of her, she was headed for some high-end affair.  Black, slinky dress, jewelry of rubies with a few tactical diamonds, hairdo perfect and, for the moment, black as my eyes.  She was in the company of a mortal—fifty-ish, handsome, well-tanned, starting to hit the point where gourmet food started to get the upper hand on sportsmanlike exercise.  At a guess, she was his plus-one to some swanky event prior to it being robbed of its most heavily-guarded treasure.  I didn’t see a knife on her, but I doubted anybody would. 
 
    Travis!  Was there a headstone for Travis?  I set my mini-gate to search for it, specifying the inscription I recalled to get the exact headstone.  It searched for half an hour and still didn’t find one.  I doubted someone would have shielded it from detection, so I assumed it didn’t exist.  At least that was to the good.  Sort of.  I then searched for Travis and failed to find him, which annoyed me considerably. 
 
    I looked for Sasha’s house—or the remains of it—and found it in roughly the same devastated condition I recalled.  Would it be burned down anyway if she never met me?  Or were there some signs I existed, but only up to a point? 
 
    Well, I existed just fine, here in the world of Rethven.  I could even find some other evidence of my life.  There were a lot of half-buried cow bones in the back yard of Sasha’s old house, down the hill from the reflecting pool, proof Travis and I slaughtered a small herd.  My name was still inscribed on a graduation plinth in one of the ruined University buildings.  Things like that. 
 
    Everywhere else, however, I wasn’t to be found.  Not me, not my works, nothing.  I searched quite a number of data points and the cutoff was fairly obvious.  It’s as though I left Earth for Rethven and never returned.  But I remember leaving Rethven for various Earth worlds.  I know it happened!  To work a cover-up on this scale would require either a bunch of determined angels or a time machine. 
 
    … 
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
    I looked at my archway on the wall and considered how it connected to the diagrams embedded in the floor.  The metallic lines linking it to the crystals in the chamber made it unreasonable to paint fresh spell diagrams.  I needed a new archway and a fresh floor. 
 
      
 
    I had a lot of long thoughts over the long night and I long for simpler days.  Most of my time was in my headspace, reassembling the spell used on the Great Arch of Zirafel and working out the inevitable bugs from my inexact copying.  I saw and copied most of it, which meant I only had to fiddle with a few parts.  It helped to have a fair idea of what it did, too.  I’d hate to have to try and build it from scratch, but the Orb must have put a lot of time and effort into developing it. 
 
    The rest of my time I spent out in the physical world, drawing on the floor and walls of some random, empty chamber.  I was hiding.  I admit it.  When not in my headspace or actively drawing, I sat on the floor, banging the back of my head against the wall.  Bronze was mildly concerned, but only mildly.  She knows I have to work some things out for myself, but it does help to know she’s always there.  And she was always there.  She stayed near me instead of going to a manger of coal off the throne room.  She was worried for me. 
 
    I like to think I’m a relatively stable personality.  I may be delusional.  What I think and perceive doesn’t prove anything.  I may be in a self-hugging jacket in a mental ward, raving about my vivid hallucinations while the staff prepares me for another round of electroshock.  If so, the orderlies better remember the mouth guard if they know what’s good for them.  I may bite. 
 
    Bronze was still worried for me, and possibly with reason.  My grip on sanity may be slipping a bit.  I’m still trying to cling to it despite some recent setbacks and a massively shortened temper. 
 
    Is there a world where I can have a discussion about sanity with a disappearing cat?  Or will it hate me, too? 
 
    And, as another item of concern, is a shortened temper a sign of a deficient soul?  Have I been eating away at it with some of the things I’ve done?  It’s quite a list, if you think about it.  I’ve been thinking of myself as a monster, or trying to, since some of my requirements for survival are monstrous.  What makes a monster?  Doing monstrous things, or not minding doing monstrous things? 
 
    The spell, as I suspected, was primarily a resistor.  It slowed down the effect of the Great Arch as it turned itself into energy.  Fundamentally, the principle is no different from letting a standard spell eat itself when the charge runs out, but on a much larger scale.  The Arch wasn’t designed to do that, of course, hence the need for a bolt-on spell. 
 
    The second thing about it to disturb me was the way it operated.  It affected the targeting of the Arch—or, presumably, any gate to which the spell was attached.  Some of the spell ideograms manually set the target point in a fashion for which gate spells are not designed.  It aimed the gate from itself to itself, forming a closed loop.  Since it was destroying the gate—a requirement, in this case—it linked the end of the gate back to the beginning. 
 
    Without addressing n-dimensional math, it’s kind of like an old-fashioned movie reel of film.  Each frame is an instant in the existence of the gate, starting with the moment it becomes an actual gate—I think.  Normally, the film is looped around and around on the reel, growing a new frame every instant, spiraling forever outward on the reel until it reaches the last frame—the moment it stops being a gate. 
 
    However… 
 
    If you take the present frame—the latest one—and feed it back around to the first frame, you can kind of splice them together, forming a loop of film.  The moment you do this, the gate stops existing.  It doesn’t create any more frames of film because now it starts over from the beginning.  Much like a brute-force gate, it appears in two places at the same time—or, in this case, in the same place in two times. 
 
    If your desire is to use it as a portal to the past, you’re out of luck.  You just spliced it into the beginning of itself and it instantly stopped marching forward in time with you.  Click the switch and the light goes out.  So does the gate.  Hence the need for a delaying spell. 
 
    This is not cheap in terms of power.  We can step across space between two gates, no problem.  We can step from one gate to another place.  We can even cast a spell without a gate to move from universe to universe.  But, despite gates being multidimensional constructs designed to abuse and misuse the tender and forgiving nature of spacetime, they are not designed to loop back on themselves.  However, with some bolt-on accessories to the gate design and enough brute force, you can turn it into a one-shot portal by destroying it—although, paradoxically, it isn’t destroyed so much as put wherever it was to start over.  Kind of. 
 
    There are good points about the process.  They can’t miss the target, for example.  The resonance connection between the departure and the destination is, I venture to guess, absolutely perfect.  The drawback, of course, is you can only go back to the beginning.  To go anywhere else along the line, you have to cut the film before the end, which would create a new ending and eliminate the gate you have on hand before you tried to use it.  I’m not sure that can be done.  To be perfectly honest, if I’d had this idea myself, I wouldn’t have been sure it could be done.  Having seen it work, though… 
 
    Maybe a garden hose is a better analogy.  Time flows along it, like water.  However, if you want to, you can connect one end of the hose to the other, forming a container of sorts.  It won’t get any new water, but it won’t run out of water, either.  And you can’t pick just any spot along the hose.  You can connect the ends, but not the middle.  Cut it anywhere else and the water escapes. 
 
    Now, as I said, this requires a lot of power.  The spell on the gate to persuade it into these shenanigans causes it to consume itself, turning the substance of the gate into the energy required to form the connection.  It also uses some of the same energy to… how do I describe this without math?  It sort of makes the last frame of the film pause, at least long enough to step through before it vanishes into the past.  It’s almost like you destroy the eldest end of the gate to establish the connection and then reverse it.  You keep the youngest end running, forcing it to manifest in the future, a few seconds beyond the end of its own existence. 
 
    Why this works is something I haven’t figured out—because it… I was about to say it can’t, but it obviously does.  It shouldn’t. 
 
    I am deeply discouraged by this, because my working theory is the Evil Orb went back to the beginning, the very first moment the Great Arch of Zirafel came into being all those thousands of years ago, and did everything in its power to keep me from interfering with its plans.  At the very least, it took a few simple steps to keep me from existing.  Shoot the grandfather sort of thing. 
 
    Since it only exists because of a chain of events in which I existed, there’s a paradox.  Again, why it even thought this might work, I have no idea.  It also shoots holes in my theories of time travel and it pisses me off to no end.  Considering my current temper, this is surprisingly easy to do, but I’m immorally certain I would still be pissed off even if I didn’t have a big crate of guilt hanging around my neck like a six-hundred-kiloton albatross.  Or if I didn’t have forty-three fresh and bleeding bites taken out of whatever I use for a soul. 
 
    I think I need some spiritual bandages.  Maybe stitches.  Possibly a regeneration tank and a vacation. 
 
    Even for a Friday the thirteenth, it was a spectacularly bad day. 
 
    Right now, my only idea on why I still exist at all is because I’m sitting in a universe outside the one where I was born.  I’m in a magical land of carnivorous unicorns and chaos rainbows where the world is flat, the sun goes on and off like a lamp, the moon is the home of exiled evil elves, and nothing makes any goddamned sense because MAGIC! 
 
    Pardon me.  I may be more composed than I expected, but certainly less so than I hoped. 
 
      
 
    I hunted for some composure and managed to scrape a little together when my altar ego decided to check in. 
 
    Hey.  You busy? 
 
    “Are you in the mood to be grounded out like an overgrown static charge?” 
 
    Uh… no? 
 
    “Then this better be good.” 
 
    I didn’t want to interrupt while you were so focused, but there are things needing attention. 
 
    “Take a number!” 
 
    There are other things needing attention? 
 
    “Damn it, just tell me whatever you came to tell me and make it quick.” 
 
    You asked for it, he warned.  The dragons parked around the Spire are awake and flying around.  The Spire itself is still there, but a chaos vortex has started around it, probably started by the Heru living in the Spire—it’s hard to tell for sure.  Their sort of power is different from ours up here.  We think they’re responsible for the breach in the Firmament, though, and the resulting whirligig of chaos.  The vortex is expanding, eating the world as it does so, like a bug munching a doughnut by starting at the inside. 
 
    Reluctantly, I had to admit, as far as emergencies went, it was pretty good.  And here I thought after the nukes things would settle down.  I mean, nuking the place isn’t exactly de-escalation, but if there’s no one left to bother you, things ought to calm down, right?  Shows how much I know. 
 
    “All right,” I sighed, and leaned back against the wall of the room I was using as a hiding place.  Bronze nuzzled my face in sympathy and I patted her cheek.  “The feces have met the fan.  Got it.  Now back up and explain the trajectory and the splatter pattern, please.” 
 
    I’m looking into it, but I’ve been occupied with some Olympian troubles. 
 
    “Can we move on to the direct exposition so I can go back to being angry, frustrated, and guilty?” 
 
    You want it like that?  Fine.  Here’s how it is:  Blowing holes in a quarter of the continent raised energy-state eyebrows all over the dimension.  Half of them are pissed about it, the other half are worried about it, and half of them are scared whether they admit it or not.  Plus, your Boojum is sitting back and quietly chortling at the furor this has caused. 
 
    “That’s three halves.” 
 
    There’s some overlap.  Shut up.  I’m explaining.  Now, the dominant arguments up here are mostly between two ideas.  First, you’re a mortal—don’t quibble, you non-deific thing, you; you know what they mean—and you shouldn’t have the power to destroy the world. 
 
    “I kinda agree.” 
 
    And I told you to shut it! 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    The other argument—the one I’m pushing—is you’re my avatar, which makes smiting the forces, worshippers, and clergy of the Lord of Light a divine act, and therefore as kosher as pears on Passover.  This may cause us some political problems later, what with you being the Demon King and all, but with the chaos vortex eating away at the world, there may not be a later!  I’m more concerned with immediate damage control in the celestial realm connected to this material one.  With me so far? 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    Now, the local celestial pile of crap is my problem.  I’m working on it.  At least nobody is paying much attention to the snarky comments from the Boojum!  He doesn’t seem to care about the world being eaten, since this isn’t his most productive garden.  He doesn’t care about repeat business on this plane.  I think he’s trying to keep the argument going purely for his own amusement, mostly by sidetracking, sniping, and encouraging egotism.  It’s working, at least a little, but he’s even more persona non grata up here than you are.  So all this is my problem, and I have to cope with it without the benefit of any divine power converters from Apocalyptica—a sudden and disturbing change if ever there was one. 
 
    Which brings me to one of my bigger concerns.  What gives with the sudden loss of my generator room?  I can’t even see into Apocalyptica anymore.  Did you have Diogenes turn off the room and eradicate all the Homo Apocalypticus at the same time?  Or what? 
 
    “The Orb of Evil hotwired the Great Arch of Zirafel so the wormhole would form a closed temporal loop back on itself.  The Orb went through it and, presumably, killed me when I was born to erase me from all the timelines.” 
 
    I waited.  There was a pause. 
 
    I really need to pay more attention to the material realm, he muttered. 
 
    “Good thing there are two of us.  Any thoughts on the temporal paradox?” 
 
    I heard the sizzling, static-like psychic sound of an energy-state being thinking furiously. 
 
    That’s impossible. 
 
    “The wormhole physics part isn’t.” 
 
    I mean, if you’re erased from the timeline, I wouldn’t exist!  The Orb wouldn’t, either! 
 
    “Correct.  It’s a paradox, so it is impossible.  I haven’t figured out why it worked.” 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    “I think you mean ‘god damn it,’ since you’re a—” 
 
    I don’t need your smartass input, thank you! 
 
    He continued to think, thoughts fizzing like a cross between an angry Alka-Seltzer and a Tesla coil. 
 
    Okay… Okay.  I’ve got bickering gods to deal with.  The non-celestial, material-realm crap is your problem. 
 
    “I’m working on it, but what’s happening is a little above my pay grade!” 
 
    You’re a divine avatar and the Demon King!  Figure it out! 
 
    “Are you forgetting I’m a fraud?  Or that we are stuck in the driver’s seat of this flaming wagon rushing headlong over a chaos cliff?  I could use a little backup!” 
 
    Don’t look for help from the gods, he snapped.  The rest of them are busy arguing over who broke what rules and what should be done about it! 
 
    “No problem, because I despise most of them!” 
 
    We did the psychic equivalent of glaring at each other for a moment before we got ourselves under control. 
 
    Look, he began, more calmly, part of the problem is the flood of chaos pouring in.  We’re not equipped to deal with it.  It’s anathema to us—we’re energy-state beings, which requires us to be ordered, patterned energy.  If we weren’t, we’d be random static, not entities!  Raw chaos isn’t something we mess with.  We interfere strictly in the material realms.  And, since this one is rapidly becoming immaterial, it’s your problem, you physical person with a chaos-energy symbiosis! 
 
    Besides, he went on, even if they could, most of them won’t help.  For us, this world is where we raise some crops.  It’s more of a vegetable garden than a farm.  Most of us have other gardens.  If a blight hits this one, they’re not going to waste their time and energy trying to fix it.  They have others! 
 
    “Sorry.  I forget you’ve got your own multi-universal troubles.” 
 
    You have no idea.  And I’m not done with the list of your troubles, either!  I mentioned the big-ass dragons the Heru used as mounts? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Those—and maybe the Heru themselves—are wide awake!  The dragons are eating anything catching their eye, which is bad enough, but the Heru are probably responsible for punching holes in the Firmament and whistling up the chaos vortex.  I haven’t seen any come out of the Spire, but it may only be a matter of time. 
 
    “Oh, fantastic.  Delightful.  I’m so pleased.”  I rubbed my face again.  “All right, the dragons I get.  They’re up and moving and easy to see.  Why do you think the Heru are involved?” 
 
    The Spire isn’t dissolving, and it’s in the center of the effect.  I can’t see inside the Spire, but directly above it is where the Firmament sprung a leak.  It happened shortly after the end of the war. 
 
    “About the time the Orb was escaping,” I sighed.  “I wonder why Seldar didn’t mention—is this chaos vortex visible in the dark?” 
 
    Sort of.  It’s more like a multicolored storm front.  To mortal eyes, it’s probably a thunderstorm with rainbow lightning, at least until it gets close. 
 
    “He probably didn’t know what he was looking at.”  I wiped my face with one hand and repressed a scream of frustration and rage.  “Okay.  The world is ending because the gods of the Spire are dissolving it.  I can’t do anything about it right now.  You say the dragons are eating people?” 
 
    What does a quarter-mile-long dragon eat? 
 
    “Anything it wants.” 
 
    Pretty much.  People, yes, but livestock, trees—you name it.  They don’t seem to be doing anything organized—not that they need to organize.  We’re talking about a hundred versions of Ancalagon the Black waking up from a long nap and looking for breakfast!  After they snack, I have no idea what they’ll do.  Settle down?  Pick out a lair?  Mate?  Fly off into the chaos beyond the Firmament?  Roost sideways on the Spire and sing while they wait for the Heru to come out?  No clue. 
 
    “Which brings me back to my original thought:  This is a little above my pay grade!  What, exactly, do you expect me to do about it?” 
 
    You’re the only dragon-slayer I know! 
 
    My reply was, shall we say, both forceful and vulgar. 
 
    Later.  This is no time for romance! 
 
    “That’s not what I meant and you know it!  These dragons—as a yardstick, you referenced Ancalagon the Black, bred by Morgoth in the First Age, as told by Tolkien.  It’s a lovely reference, but it’s a trifle imprecise.  Could you be a little less terrifying and a little more specific?” 
 
    From what I can see, the things average about fifteen hundred feet, tail to snout.  They fly in and out of the chaos storm and don’t seem to notice a difference.  They seem to be omnivorous in the truest sense of the word—plants, animals, sometimes rocks, and definitely raw magic.  Their scales are hard as diamond and not prone to shattering.  They breathe fire and lightning, often at the same time.  The maximum observed flight speed is slightly under two hundred miles per hour, straight and level, and closer to two-fifty in a power dive.  How’s that for specific? 
 
    “Perfect, although no less terrifying.  Now, while I admit to having slain one dragon—no offense, Firebrand—it wasn’t an overly large dragon.” 
 
    No offense taken, Boss. 
 
    “If I recall, it was—what, one twenty-fifth the size of these things?—and didn’t fly.  Perhaps more concerning is the fact I barely killed it.  It was touch-and-go even after the fight.” 
 
    I understand, my altar ego informed me.  I’m simply giving you information so you can decide what to do.  I’ve got to get back to the politicking—make that “shouting match”—in the auditorium of this celestial realm.  Go look at the rest of it yourself.  I’m busy! 
 
    And I was alone with my thoughts again. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    Almost alone with my thoughts, anyway. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I heard the echo of your god in your head, so I’m up to speed on what he was talking about.  If the primal dragons of the Heru are awake and running around, we’ve got problems. 
 
    “Really?” I asked.  Firebrand ignored my sarcasm. 
 
    Boss, they are older than the world.  What the younger dragons know of them is on par with… with… You remember those vampires on Nexus?  Mary’s home? 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The young, piddly little vampires they sent to burn down the house were mostly no more than, what?  A century old? 
 
    “Probably.  Or younger.  With one exception.” 
 
    Ignore him.  I’m talking about the youngsters.  Think of those youngsters as the dragons I’m familiar with.  The dragons now awake and moving pre-date the elders of the tribes.  They come before the founders of their vampire civilization.  By comparison, anyway.  How big a difference is there between a vampire a couple of decades dead and what Mary thought you were?  One of those ancient vampires from the dawn of time? 
 
    “It can be a pretty impressive difference, I grant you.” 
 
    Now imagine it in dragon terms.  These are the ancient, primal dragons who came before the world.  They’re older than the world.  They’re older than the moon.  They’re older than moons we don’t even have anymore!  Think about it. 
 
    “Can I please not?” 
 
    Fine by me.  I don’t want to think about it, either.  What are we going to do? 
 
    I banged the back of my head against the rock wall a few times, hoping to rattle an idea loose.  I gave up when I hurt my head faster than I regenerated. 
 
    “What I want to do is go to Apocalyptica and consult with Diogenes, but there are problems.  First, he doesn’t exist.  Second, if I leave this world and step back into the multi-branch timelines of Earth-like worlds, I may cease to exist along with him.” 
 
    Really? 
 
    “It is a possibility I can’t disprove.  If it works that way, I suddenly go poof!  I can’t risk it.” 
 
    Good point. 
 
    “Damn!” 
 
    Hmm? 
 
    “I can’t consult with Mary, either!  She’s never heard of me, doesn’t know me, all that stuff.” 
 
    You could introduce her to everything all over again.  She’d love the adventure. 
 
    “Yeah, but the world is ending.  Not a great start.  It makes for a lousy first impression.” 
 
    I see your point.  So, what do you want to do, Boss? 
 
    “I want to look at the mess and gather more information.  I also want to experiment with a gate and see if I can go back in time to undo whatever the Orb did when it went back so I can undo the undoing it did.  Maybe I can put everything back on track.  I’m fairly sure it doesn’t expect me—didn’t expect?  Won’t expect?  Whatever—It doesn’t expect me to be able to interfere, since it erased me from existence.  I would think the same thing, if our positions were reversed.  Me still being here at all is probably only possible because this world isn’t connected to the temporal framework of Earth.” 
 
    Am I supposed to understand any of that? 
 
    “The Orb did something awful in the great sea of possible worlds and Rethven is my lifeboat.” 
 
    Got it.  And the lifeboat is sinking because it’s leaking chaos? 
 
    “Quite possibly.”  I thumped the wall with the back of my head a few more times to stimulate my thinking gear. 
 
    “We’re going to the scrying room,” I said, finally.  “We’re going to look at dragons, maybe, and we’re definitely going to find out more about this chaos vortex around the Spire.”  An idea, apparently hanging by a thread, finally came loose inside my skull.  “But first I’m going to a gate room and summon Bob.  I need an expert on ancient Heru lore to look this mess over with me and tell me exactly how screwed we really are.” 
 
      
 
    Bob answered the mirror with as close to an expression of glee as ever I’ve seen on his face. 
 
    “It is once again my delight to see you,” he told me, with a mocking bow. 
 
    “You seem happy.” 
 
    “The dragons of the Heru have awakened and are abroad in the world.  The Spire sits amid the world’s dissolution.  The great game of the Heru draws to a close.  Can the return of Rendu be anything but soon?” 
 
    “That’s what I want to talk about.  Please come visit me, here.  I have much to see and I want your eyes to miss nothing.” 
 
    “I shall make every effort to be there before the world’s ending reaches you.” 
 
    “No, you’ll wait a moment.  I will facilitate your travel.” 
 
    “Oh?  Then I accept your generous offer of transport.” 
 
    So I opened a gate and Bob flowed through it like a flurry of snow on the first breath of winter, only better.  Damn elves. 
 
    We repaired to my scrying room and I called up a view of the Spire.  While a scrying sensor has a hard time manifesting anywhere near the Dragonspine Range, it’s possible to park one outside and look in, much as putting a physical camera on another planet may not be feasible, but you can see lots with a big enough telescope. 
 
    Normally, mountains would be in the way, making a view of the Spire somewhat problematic.  Not today.  The seething void surrounding the Spire already ate a giant circle out of the Mountains of the Sun.  The northernmost edge of the circle was into the Shining Desert.  The circle of total annihilation—well, chaotic dissolution—continued to grow. 
 
    The Spire was visible, in a twisted, distorted fashion, through what might be visualized best as a hurricane viewed as a reflection in a disturbed pool of mercury.  Of course, it was a hurricane over a hundred miles across and not exactly spinning.  Instead of rotating around the Spire, it fumed, it bubbled, it coruscated, shining in places, sparkling in others, shadowed and dark in still more.  Random arcs of energy snapped and crackled within it, sometimes raced around it.  It shifted in color and texture and opacity with a sickening lack of pattern, order, or predictability.  It reminded me uncomfortably of an occasion when I slid down the waterslide of an incomplete wormhole between universes, watching the chaos of the deep void ripple and burn all around me. 
 
    I glanced up at the hardware mounted above the sand table.  It was still there, despite the apparent retroactive redaction of Diogenes.  It lent weight to my theory Rethven was outside the more mundane channels of space and time—because magic! 
 
    Sometimes I hate this place.  Sometimes I loathe it.  Not often, but sometimes. 
 
    No, that isn’t fair.  My working hypothesis says Rethven is disconnected from the branching timeline of Earth, making it an island of stability against paradoxical changes.  I’m dealing with at least two different sets of temporal mechanics, and the juxtaposition of the two confuses me.  It’s not simply a case of “because magic!”  Even magic has rules, even if I don’t understand them all. 
 
    It still annoys me how magic may well be Art instead of Science. 
 
    As far as the storm went, it would have been nice to look at it from multiple vantages and assemble a composite view, but the sand table wasn’t equipped to do it for something so large and I didn’t have Diogenes to help.  We had to settle for the equivalent of ringside seats instead of a multi-vantage display.  Even though it was night, the sand table is equipped for light enhancement and false-color imaging, so we had no trouble seeing it clearly.  I really am quite proud of my table. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked, finally.  Bob regarded the image with me, smiling slightly. 
 
    “If you are capable of it, may one view the top or the bottom of this manifestation?” 
 
    I did not like his tone.  Bob is usually much more respectful around the nightlord.  I think it’s due to the chaos forces in my blood.  Of course, now his patron deity might be destroying the world.  Bob might not feel the need to grovel beyond the basic necessities of not irritating me enough to kill him. 
 
    I panned and scanned, starting at the top.  Putting the point of view outside the Firmament wasn’t a problem.  Going through it would normally disrupt the scrying sensors, but there was a convenient hole into the void… 
 
    The top worried me immediately.  Beyond the hole in the Firmament, the storm crackled with energy like black lightning in a vaguely funnel-shaped area.  Almost as bad, not only was chaos pouring into the world through an expanding hole in the Firmament, there were Things from Beyond the World sneaking in around the eroding edge.  Of course, a flood of demonic hordes pouring into the world might not be the worst thing.  The world was coming apart, after all.  Isn’t the end of the world supposed to be preceded by demonic hordes? 
 
    Watching the heaving mass of chaos forces eat a hole through the world, I tried something I never tried before:  To look at the underside of the world.  I sent a scrying sensor down through the whirling void, past the disconnected, floating Spire, and out the underside of the world. 
 
    Below us—and beyond the radius of the swirling chaos—the world was a black, icy-looking place, full of dark, glittering sand like obsidian snow.  It was nearly featureless, but inhabited.  Hopping, crawling things of many sorts lived and moved and had their being there.  Demonic entities?  Chaos creatures?  Certainly.  And why not?  The sun went out every night, never to illuminate the dark side of the world.  Of course, the underside had gravity, drawing everything “upward,” from my perspective.  I wondered if gravity flipped suddenly in the middle of the world-plate, or if it was a gradual change.  I suppose I won’t be finding out soon. 
 
    The chaos storm, however, was the key element of our concern.  It was more cylindrical than spherical, extending from the uppermost Firmament to the opposite, lower shell, penetrating it in both places even as it made a hole completely through the center of the world.  It turned the somewhat-flattened, oval-like Firmament into more of a torus shape, or a doughnut.  Chaos surrounded it on all sides, and now in the hole through the middle.  But the Firmament didn’t curve down inside.  It was pierced above and below. 
 
    And the hole was growing, expanding, eating away the world, with the Spire dimly visible, seemingly flickering in and out of existence, in the eye of the storm.  Well, not exactly the eye.  The river of chaotic energy inside would almost have to be more intense in the center.  I think.  It’s chaos.  I’m not as sure of it as I am with other things.  Was the Spire the central antenna focusing all this?  Or was there another reason this phenomenon started there—apparently—and expanded from it? 
 
    I couldn’t tell if the rate of expansion was increasing, decreasing, or remaining the same.  I laid down a measuring scale in the image so I could track it. 
 
    Is this why the Orb broke cover and ran?  The upcoming destruction of the world?  Or did it feel the thud of nuclear footprints stomping the world and decide not to risk being atomized?  If it was hiding in the Mountains of the Sun—a good spot, all things considered—maybe it saw the ancient dragons take wing.  They would certainly motivate me to evacuate, but I don’t know what the Orb wants. 
 
    Or am I not giving it enough credit?  I think what happened is I nuked the place, woke up the dragons—possibly woke up the Heru—and the Firmament failed.  I’m not clear on why the Firmament failed, but ancient dragons breathing on it, Heru deciding to abort their game, or some unexpected interaction with mass-conversion weapons are all possibilities.  It’s even possible the Orb had something to do with it.  For that matter, the Boojum might have something to do with it. 
 
    I still can’t help feeling it might be my fault.  I don’t dare show it, though.  I’ve got damage control to do.  I can go to pieces later. 
 
    I let the sand table speak for me as I turned to Bob with an inquiring look.  He continued to smile. 
 
    “Opinions?” I prompted.  “Observations?” 
 
    “It would seem the end of this world is at hand.” 
 
    “So it would seem.  I regret I have not yet managed to transport you and your people to the moon.” 
 
    “Alas,” he replied, still smiling.  “Perhaps, once the fabric of this world is returned to the void, the dragons of the Heru will be amenable to our transport.” 
 
    “You expect to be intact?” 
 
    “As creations of Rendu, we possess a thousand times the resistance of mortal men to the swirling forces of chaos.  We are almost as immutable as dragons in this respect.” 
 
    “How convenient for you.” 
 
    “We are a superior creation,” Bob pointed out, “being born of chaos by the will of Rendu.” 
 
    “I see.  And how do you see these events unfolding?” 
 
    “Rendu—or his fellows—have tired of their game and so destroy the board.  Like the dragons of the Heru, the elves of Rendu are not part of the game.  I believe we shall be removed from the chaos and placed where Rendu desires us.” 
 
    “Neatly and tidily.  I see.  Very well, I take it the race of elves has no further need of my assistance?” 
 
    “I think not.” 
 
    “One more thing,” I said.  “You mentioned Rendu.  What part do you think he has in all this?  Is he deliberately destroying the world?  If he’s keen to preserve his creations, would he be so quick to allow its destruction?  I seem to recall you mentioning he built the thing.”  Bob nodded, but I thought I saw a faint flicker of worry in him.  It’s hard to tell with elves. 
 
    “He did, but only as a battleground for his fellows’ creations.  I conjecture they are dissatisfied with the performance of their creations and so choose to terminate their game of races.” He shrugged, a liquid gesture seemingly without bones. 
 
    I didn’t like his implication.  The primal beings of chaos could regard hauling out the nuclear weapons as too much for their game.  Any race with the ability to destroy the world might be automatically regarded as the “winner.”  Or it might be a red flag, declaring the whole contest over.  Maybe they would judge their creations on points, instead.  I didn’t mention this to Bob.  He went on. 
 
    “Perhaps they will persuade him to build one anew and so begin again.  Perhaps they will each build one for themselves.  The minds of the Heru are not for us to understand.” 
 
    “No argument.  But Rendu built the world.  If he’s destroying it—or not preventing his fellows from destroying it—could he put it all back?” 
 
    “Put it back?” 
 
    “Repair it.  Undo the destruction and restore it to its former state.” 
 
    “I cannot say of my own knowledge.  The exact powers of the Heru are not known to any save themselves.  I believe Rendu could do so, for he is the Artificer.  Would he?  Only Rendu might answer that.” 
 
    “Very well.  Do you wish to be returned to Stadius, remain here, or go closer to the Spire and the storm around it?” 
 
    “If you have no objection, I would happily be returned to Stadius.” 
 
    So I did.  Useless bloody elf. 
 
      
 
    Once I saw him safely away from me, I locked myself in my scrying room, went into my headspace, and did a lot of math. 
 
    The upshot of all the math is this.  In dealing with a paradox, it’s important to understand which theory of time travel applies—if any.  Given what I suspect, how would I go about fixing it?  There are certain key points where a single change in the past could substantially alter the present. 
 
    As examples, if I could go back to the moment when the Orb went through the Arch, I could stop it going through.  If it never went through, my entire history might be normalized—the Orb wouldn’t be able to interfere.  Or, if I went back slightly farther, I could warn myself not to nuke the world.  This might not prevent a chain of events involving the Orb, the chaos, and the end of the world, but there’s where I’d put my money.  What else happened to wake up hibernating dragons and sleeping gods? 
 
    There are two problems, though.  The first is the paradox.  If I could go back and stop the Orb from escaping—or stop myself from going nuclear—I would alter my destiny to the point I wouldn’t need to go back and stop anything, thus creating a whole new set of paradoxes.  This is a no-good way to use time travel for problem-solving. 
 
    The other problem was the lack of handy gates.  Oh, sure, I had two of them in the mountain.  In theory, I could bolt on the gate-shorting spell and have them disappear into themselves as I went back in time several years, appearing at the moment I finished enchanting them… but the only destination is the moment they became functional gates!  I would wind up meeting myself.  It would be unavoidable.  At which point a whole cornucopia of unpredictable alterations in my history take hold.  I know I didn’t meet myself, but what if I did?  How would it change everything to come after?  Even if I show up, tell myself to pretend this didn’t happen, and vanish immediately, am I the sort of person to blithely accept it and carry on?  Or is a younger me going to ask—or demand—to know what’s going on and why? 
 
    Let’s not ask silly questions. 
 
    I’m chicken.  I admit it.  I do not like the idea of messing with any timeline, altering any history, or screwing around with possible paradox.  The potential changes are massive and unpredictable. 
 
    Still, if I could somehow go through one of my gates and not meet myself, it might work out.  I could disappear into another world, hide out in some out-of-the-way universe, and only come back when it was time to make the one change I needed.  I might not even need to see myself to do it.  If I was already waiting in Zirafel when the Orb came through the Arch—I presume it arrived in Zirafel as quickly as possible, thus, through the Arch—I could simply shoot the man holding the Orb.  Maybe the woman, too, and the horse if absolutely necessary.  Without anyone to hold it and obey its psychic commands, it couldn’t escape before my younger self showed up to deal with it. 
 
    On the plus side, I could explain to myself why going back in time and shooting the guy was a damn good idea, so we avoid paradox.  I go back in time, do the deed, and convince my younger self to go do the exact same thing.  From a paradox-loop standpoint, it should work. 
 
    On the down side, would I remember why I did it in the first place?  If it winds up I go back in time to tell myself to go back in time, great, the actions are solid, but do “I” continue to remember the first iteration and what happened to start the loop?  In a branching timeline, sure.  But Rethven doesn’t appear to be a branching timeline… so what happens to my memory? 
 
    Hmm.  No, on closer examination, I don’t think this is a viable scenario.  I still would have nuked the Church of Light.  I need some alternative to total nuclear commitment.  My key alteration point has to be before I blow up the world. 
 
    However… there is another option.  One I do not like.  In fact, one I like even less than using one of my gates in the mountain.  Even less than I like the idea of going back in time in the first place. 
 
    There’s another Great Arch. 
 
    I did some preliminary math on the idea and decided I would come back to it.  It was a horrible idea, but I’ve had so many horrible ideas in the past couple of days, one more was too many.  I stepped out of my headspace. 
 
    I turned my attention to my scrying.  The storm was expanding at a fixed rate, within the accuracy of my measurements.  It retained a roughly circular footprint on the map, so… Let’s see… the leading edge ought to be far enough west to hit the camp of the Knights of Shadow a few hours before its northern edge reaches Vios—maybe fifty hours for them, fifty-four or thereabouts for Vios.  They could run from it, but not for long.  It was faster than any mortal horse.  On the other hand, if the whole Order relocates here, I think I can do something to help. 
 
    I fired up a communications mirror.  I called up Seldar, informed him of the proceedings and projected results, and ordered him in no uncertain terms to pack everyone through the shift-tents. 
 
    “Get back here as quickly as possible,” I finished.  “If it keeps going at this rate, it’ll be about two days before it reaches your position, but don’t waste any time.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord.  May I pose a query?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “To what end shall we flee?  Is it not the world itself which crumbles?” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s one more thing pissing me off.  Now get everyone back here!” 
 
    “As you command, Terse Tyrant.” 
 
    He signed off and I rubbed my eyes.  Yesterday sucked.  Today wasn’t looking any better.  I suddenly had a lot of work to do and not a lot of time in which to do it. 
 
    I headed for a secret corridor, to a secret room, and to a secret slide into the heart of the mountain. 
 
      
 
    Power. 
 
    Everything keeps coming back to power. 
 
    There are many kinds of power.  Political, economic, social, military, physical, and so many more.  Power is the ability to effect change, to force one’s will on the environment and on others.  The problem, as I see it, is knowing when and how to use power, because the greater the power, the greater the changes one can effect. 
 
    With great power comes great responsibility, sure.  It’s kind of a maxim.  Why is it true, though?  Because in making great changes, we cannot know what other changes will be caused.  There’s a reason the road to Hell is paved with good intentions. 
 
    I spent some of my own power in manipulating greater power.  In the heart of the mountain, I re-tasked one of the four matter-conversion reactors to energize and reinforce a spell. 
 
    The mountain did its part, of course, in my plan to build a city-sized lifeboat.  It mixed copper and other metals to form a rudimentary orichalcum alloy.  It wasn’t really orichalcum—the mountain couldn’t be so precise—but it was better than straight copper and it made a great defining locus for the spell.  This alloy slowly leached its way into a ring around the outer edge of the moat—the rim of the canalway beyond the city wall.  The mountain also started deepening the moat.  Water is an important resource and I wanted lots of it. 
 
    For my part, I built an artificial Firmament spell as a precursor to shielding the city.  I built it heavy, with the thickest “wiring” I could manage, and designed it to handle an enormous load.  It wouldn’t be sufficient to enclose the whole city of Vios, but it wasn’t meant to.  It was a tiny panel, no larger than a Post-It note, but to the forces to which it was attuned, it was impervious, imperishable—or as close as I could make it. 
 
    Technically, the spell wasn’t a Firmament spell.  It was based on my magical Firmament experiments, but this was a refinement.  When I built—or started building—a solar power conversion spell around Applewood Hall, I started with a single panel.  It drew in power, reproduced itself, and fitted the new panel into a pattern.  The two then worked together to produce more panels, fitting them together as pieces of the dome they would someday become, and kept going until the dome was complete. 
 
    My spell, down in the reactor room, was a self-replicating Firmament panel, hooked up to a matter-converter power supply.  It created a panel of chaos-proof force, fitted it to the thickening ring of copper-ish metal around the city moat, kept it powered and functional, and repeated the process with the next panel.  In a day—two at the outside—it should have a working version of the Firmament completely enclosing the city.  And yes, I remembered to make it a sphere instead of a dome! 
 
    I’ll work on an actual enchantment if I have time.  If I already have a Firmament of my own in place, it’ll be much easier than trying to enchant the whole city from scratch, and I don’t have time to do it from scratch.  Take it in stages, that’s the key.  Right now, having something between the oncoming dissolution of chaos and my naked face seemed like a good idea. 
 
    My version has some rather severe limitations, at least compared to the one around the world.  The real Firmament interacts with the chaos beyond the world, somehow turning it into magical energy.  It does other things—heat absorption and distribution, for instance—but the source of its power seems to be the chaos of the void. 
 
    Building a micro-Firmament magically won’t let me use chaos itself to power it.  At least, I don’t know how and don’t see a way to do it.  It may be possible to duplicate the actual Firmament, but it will take a lot of R&D and I don’t have that kind of time.  Instead, the magical micro-Firmament will be powered by direct matter-to-energy conversion to produce magical force.  Given long enough, the reactor will eat everything inside the micro-Firmament, but it will take eons at the rate the reactors consume matter. 
 
    If it’s possible to stop myself from nuking the world—and still grab the Orb—all this may be wasted effort.  If I un-change the past and make a smaller change of my own, I should be able to undo the waking of the dragons and the Heru.  If so, there will be no need for me to enclose the city of Vios in a magical Firmament.  There’s the only reason to time travel, no matter how half-baked the method:  If you don’t, the world ends.  Any other reason is irresponsible and foolhardy.  But if I was going to go fix the problem and save the world, I’d never need to put a Firmament spell on the city, would I? 
 
    So, why bother? 
 
    Simple.  If I try and fail, at least the city and everyone in it will have some sort of chance. 
 
    Later, I’ll work on some spells to extract water vapor from the air, direct carbon dioxide to the farm tunnels, turn some of the reactor power into vitality for those farm tunnels, produce more light, and so many other things a free-floating city in the void needs to have.  I’m thinking of it in terms of a ship in deep space, since it won’t have a world to cling to. 
 
    Once I had my Firmament sorted out and growing, I took a break.  The reactor room isn’t somewhere I want to be when I’m alive.  I don’t know the room is deadly to be in, but the miniscule percentage of the energy still getting through the conversion layers of the reaction points is still enough to heat the whole cavern to uncomfortable levels.  I assume it’s full of nasty radiation because that’s what you do assume when you’re dealing with anything labeled “reactor.”  If you don’t, you gain a healthy respect for radiation sickness.  Briefly. 
 
    I stepped into the exit area, behind the thick wall of stone.  At some point, I asked the mountain to include lead in the shield-wall.  I’m sure it did, but it must be internal.  It still looks like a plain wall of rock. 
 
    The only exit is back up the entrance tunnel.  To get in the reactor room, there’s a long, steep slide.  For anyone up above, it looks like a one-way trip into the depths.  It’s dark and discouraging.  It’s meant to be.  But, once I’m down here, the mountain starts changing the glass-smooth slide of the tunnel into ridges.  It’s not a ladder, per se, but it can be climbed.  Technically, I can do it even without the ridges.  Tendrils grasp where fingers can’t.  During the day, I’d be as stuck as anyone else.  The ridges were helpful, as well as a safety measure.  I didn’t want to be halfway up when the sunrise started! 
 
    So I made the long climb up the secret slide to the secret room, sneaked out into the secret corridor, and stealthily returned to the more public areas of the Palace of Arthur. 
 
    Hmm.  Doesn’t sound right.  Arthurian Palace?  Or Arthur Palace?  Palace of Mount Arthur?  Probably the last one… 
 
    As I returned to my scrying room, I heard voices through the open slab-door.  A dusk was talking with Bronze.  Well, at Bronze.  She wasn’t saying anything, but she was politely attentive, even lowering her head to be on eye level with him.  I’m not sure he appreciated it.  Eye contact is often regarded as a challenge behavior. 
 
    “And—and—and when he’s—he’s back, the Queen wants to talk to him?  And Seldar?  And there—there are messages from—from everybody…” 
 
    Bronze snorted hot air, no flames.  I felt her amusement as she clanked her nose on the dusk’s breastplate, nudging him toward the door.  He took it as a sign to leave.  Of course, as he came out of the scrying room, quick-march and definitely not running, he smacked straight into me.  He bounced.  Even dressed in steel, the kid couldn’t have been half my weight.  It said good things about his training, though, when he didn’t fall. 
 
    “My lord!” 
 
    I caught his shoulders before he could kneel. 
 
    “Good morning.  I understand there are things people think I should pay attention to?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord!” 
 
    “Fine, fine.  I’ll handle the messages after sunup and breakfast.” 
 
    “That’s just it, my lord!” 
 
    “What’s it?” 
 
    “The sun has not risen!” 
 
    “I know.  No one knows it better than I do.”  Then the copper piece dropped.  “Wait.  Should it have come up by now?” 
 
    “It is two bands of the candle beyond the sunrise, or what should be the sunrise, my lord!” 
 
    “Of course it is,” I snarled.  Well, why would the sun come up?  The world was ending.  “You know, on second thought, I think I’ll have breakfast, anyway.  You go tell people I’ll get to their problems when I’m done dealing with even bigger ones.” 
 
    “My lord?” he asked, confused. 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.”  He left, making no pretense about sprinting.  Bronze chuffed pyrotechnic amusement.  Firebrand snickered. 
 
    “You two can laugh,” I replied.  “I’ve been working hard all night, and it’s been a long night.  A longer night than most.  I’m going to check the prisoners.” 
 
    As I headed for the Royal Dungeons, I reflected on the difficulties of being a full-time vampire.  If the sun never rises, I’ll never eat normal food.  I’ll drink blood like a sponge.  No, I’ll drink blood like a thirsty sponge.  No, I’ll drink blood exclusively.  With a limited population to draw on, my long-term presence would be troublesome.  Fortunately, I didn’t intend to stay.  In the meantime, however… 
 
    I spoke with the guards and was shown to the dungeon with the three most recent prisoners—the would-be spies.  They were held in separate pit-cells, which suited me.  Guards unlocked and hoisted the lid of the closest, put a ladder down, and I descended to discuss matters with him. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked, blinking in the light from above.  It was pretty dim with the lid open, but this class of prisoner is kept in complete darkness.  I put my feet on the bottom rung of the ladder and sat on a higher one.  It was a bit awkward with Firebrand and my saber, especially in my fried armor.  It’s getting better, but I really need to put it in a pile of—hmm.  I don’t actually know what it’s made of.  The stuff we laid out for the knights is mostly carbon composites.  Diogenes keeps upgrading my personal armor as he finds and fabricates better materials.  It seems to be getting better, but the repair spell is going awfully slowly. 
 
    At any rate, the prisoner. 
 
    “I’m on a tight schedule,” I told him, “so let’s skip the formalities and go straight to the point.  I’m the Demon King.  You are a spy.  Tell me everything about the arrangement—who, why, how, what for, all the usual stuff.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    “I will tear the living flesh from your bones and consume everything you know by eating your soul.” 
 
    He blinked at me some more.  I don’t think it had anything to do with the light.  Maybe it was my casual tone.  “What should we do this afternoon?”  “I planned to go to the park.”  Same tone.  It throws people.  He took a moment to process what I said and I let him. 
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    “Demon King,” I reminded him, snicking thumbnail and fingernail across each other to emphasize the talons.  “I am not in a good mood, son.  It takes deliberate effort not to simply kill you.  So, I tell you what.  I’m going to make the same offer to the other two spies.  Then I’ll come back to you.  If you like, you can remain silent for the rest of your life.” 
 
    I climbed the ladder.  He didn’t have anything to say.  I repeated the process with the other two, with minor variations on the theme.  None of them seemed particularly plussed by the ultimatum.  Finishing with the third one, I went down the hole of the first one again. 
 
    “Talk,” I instructed.  He refused, so I cut his head off, sucked up all his blood, and consumed his spirit before it went anywhere.  I needed it.  It wasn’t the best weekend I’ve ever had, I’ve been working hard, and I was hungry. 
 
    This particular spy worked for the Church of Light.  His job was to spy on me, report to his masters through the special paper with the multiple-location writing, and try to find out where I went when I wasn’t in the Palace of Vios.  He wasn’t an addict, as such, but he was a member of the faithful.  From what gathered, he was sufficiently dedicated to doubt my legitimacy as a god, demon, or other extraplanar entity.  Reasonable, I suppose.  If you’re going to send a man out into the field, you want him loyal, but not so over-the-top loyal he spends all his off hours hating everyone around him.  My threat wasn’t sufficient to challenge his convictions, so he died for the cause.  I can respect that. 
 
    I brought the head with me to the second cell, descended with it, and used invisible tendrils to open the eyes, aim them at the next prisoner, and to work the jaw as though the head were trying to talk.  It was as pale as it is possible to get, of course, being completely drained of blood, but he still dripped a little clear fluid from the broken end of his spine. 
 
    “Sorry about this one,” I apologized.  “He’s still speaking as a spiritual entity, but he lacks a certain focus.  It’ll take some time before he’s done.  Would you care to get right to the point, or are you going to make me listen to your ghost’s screams and babbling as I slowly shred the fabric of your being, as well?” 
 
    Strangely, the second spy decided to get right to the point.  He worked for Haran, the head of the Wizards’ Guild in Vios.  His job was to keep tabs on me whenever I was in residence and to gather any information he could.  An unstated priority in his duties was to analyze any spells I used.  I have a reputation for doing the impossible, and Haran would like to know how.  As the Master of the Guild, it annoyed him considerably to have wizards with private spells they refused to share—at least, refused to share with him.  The spy was being paid and threatened at the same time.  Carrot and stick.  As for what else Haran wanted, the spy wasn’t sure. 
 
    “I’m not even totally sure it’s Haran,” he admitted, still talking rapidly.  “He never showed his face, so I can’t say I know for certain.” 
 
    “It gives him the benefit of the doubt, which I suppose is all he can hope for.  How do you report?” 
 
    “I’m a member of the guild.  I go back and forth every couple of days.” 
 
    “Do you report to him?  Your ‘mysterious’ employer?” 
 
    “Uh… yes.” 
 
    “Good.  You work for me, now.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “I’ll be deeply annoyed if you don’t.” 
 
    “It is an honor to be in Your Majesty’s employ.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.  Go back and report to your former employer.  Inform him of this conversation.  No threats, no consequences, no speculation.  Tell him what you told me and stop talking.  That’s all.” 
 
    “What would you have me do afterward?” 
 
    “Find another job.  After this, you’re a former spy.  If you become a spy again,” I said, leaning forward so my mouth was at eye level.  I extended my fangs.  “I.  Will.  Eat.  You.  Go.” 
 
    He got. 
 
    The third spy was ready to talk even without the animated head.  He’d had a while to consider my words and didn’t like them at all.  His patron was a smarmy little fellow with an easy smile and light hair.  He didn’t know the name, but, in the course of their association, he picked up some facts, probabilities, and guesses.  The faction funding the spying was backed by some nobles of the kingdom.  Which ones?  It could be any of them.  A group of them wanted to plot rebellion and the overthrow of a monarch—not of the Bright Queen, but of the Demon King.  If I took up the iron crown again and sat on the throne, they wanted to be prepared to stop me. 
 
    “You say they can live with the idea of the Bright Queen ruling?” 
 
    “They don’t seem to be so concerned about her, no, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Good.  Tell your contact you’ve been discovered and I am aware of their plot.  Feel free to make up something about how I sucked the information right out of your mind, if you like.  Now, get out.” 
 
    I climbed out after him and sighed.  I was still hungry. 
 
    “Who else do we have in the dungeons?” I asked the nearest guard. 
 
    “The usual quota, Sire.” 
 
    “What are they in for?” 
 
    “There’s a guy who ate three kids over the course of several weeks.  There’s another guy who—” 
 
    “Stop.  He’ll do.  The poetic justice is irresistible.” 
 
    So I ate him and decided two was enough for now. 
 
    Upstairs, in the scrying room, Seldar kept Bronze company. 
 
    “When did you get in?” 
 
    “I arrived only moments ago, O Possessor of the Eyes of Darkness.  I barely had time to make my greetings to the lady Bronze.” 
 
    “Glad to have you.  What news?” 
 
    “The world is ending and our forces are returning to the city of Vios, as you ordered,” he stated, with a shrug.  “What more is there to know?” 
 
    “Ah.  I see your point.  Would it change anything if I said the world wasn’t going to entirely end?  Most of it, yes, but a moderate-sized bit of it might be less doomed than the rest?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” he asked, shooting me a hard look. 
 
    “I’m working on preserving Vios—the whole city.  Including the moat.” 
 
    Seldar felt around behind himself for a chair and sat down heavily.  Despite the churning mix of guilt, fear, anger, self-loathing, frustration, stress, and other emotions, I found I could spare a little room for a moment of smugness.  I don’t surprise him often.  Well, I think he was more relieved than surprised, but I’ll take it.  Earlier today, he was close enough to the chaos storm to see the world ending. 
 
    “You can do—forgive me, my lord, for the question, but—you can do this?” 
 
    “I believe I can.” 
 
    “As Kammen would say, ‘If you say it, I believe it’.” 
 
    “So, since most of the world is ending, what do you have for me?” I pressed.  Seldar paused to gather his wits. 
 
    “Perhaps you could explain to me what you know has happened,” he suggested.  “Such knowledge will undoubtedly add to my own, enabling me to answer more fully on things I presently know little of.” 
 
    “For you, I’ll do it.”  I pulled a chair around the table and sat.  Since Seldar is one of the smartest guys I know, I explained what I knew, suspected, worried about, and did.  Orbs, gates, Firmaments, spies, chaos vortexes, Heru, dragons, demons, the whole load.  Once he was up to speed, I added, “…and bear in mind I’m probably going to have to go over all this again with Lissette, Dantos, T’yl, Torvil, Kammen, Tianna—damn.  I have to get Amber into the local Temple of Flame—maybe even Haran and Rendal and Nothar.”  I rubbed my temples and sighed pointlessly. 
 
    “Shall I inform them on your behalf?” 
 
    “Whatever saves me time.” 
 
    “The apparent need for haste confuses me,” he admitted.  “Did you not say you possess the power to journey to another when as easily as another where?” 
 
    “No.  Due to the nature of the spell, it’s impossible to control when you wind up.  I can show up several years ago, but not yesterday.” 
 
    “Forgive me, my lord, but I still am confused.  You are immortal.  What matter a few years or a few millennia?” 
 
    “Funny you should mention millennia,” I told him, and leaned back in the heavy, high-backed, carved chair.  I knocked on wood with the back of my head for a moment.  Seldar grew concerned, but I stopped and leaned forward again, resting my forehead in my hands. 
 
    “Look, Seldar.  Here’s the thing.  The moment—the instant—I realized the Orb had probably gone back in time, I saw a whole…” I wanted to say “horizon,” but the Rethvan language doesn’t have word for it.  “…a whole panorama of potential dazhu-dung.  Right now, the world is ending and I can’t stop it.  I can’t even risk going into another world lest I suddenly cease to exist—and I might,” I admitted, “since I don’t know how the Orb’s actions affect my personal history vis-à-vis me re-entering the timelines it altered. 
 
    “But, because it did change everything, and because I don’t have a way to go back just far enough to stop it from leaving, the only way to stop it—the only way to undo what it did—is at the source.”  I ran my fingers through my hair and gripped my head to keep it from exploding.  “I see how this crap is going to go,” I continued, and I heard my own bitter tone.  “I have to go through the Great Arch in Tamaril.  Once I go back, I hurry to Zirafel and stop the Orb before it changes anything fundamental.  And, of course, once I do that, I’m stuck back there.  No big thing for an immortal, right?  But the rest of it is so damn obvious even I can see it!  I’m going to go back thousands of years, live through them, and wind up being my own nightlord-grandfather!” I snarled.  “I’ll forge Firebrand, find Sasha, and I don’t know what else to manipulate myself into doing exactly what I did do!” 
 
    Boss.  You’re ranting.  Maybe raving.  Take a breath even if you don’t need one! 
 
    I got a grip on myself.  I took a breath.  It didn’t help. 
 
    “My fate,” I continued, disgusted, “is to force myself to do exactly what I did.  I’m the proof of destiny rather than free will.  I’m going to go through the Great Arch in Tamaril and do my best to sort myself and the Orb out because I’m trapped by paradox and the ending of the world and I have no choice!” 
 
    I sat in silence for a time, head still in my hands.  Seldar said nothing until I sat back in my chair. 
 
    “My lord, I confess I do not fully understand.  Would it not be simplest to stop the Orb from working its will?  Then—if I understand correctly—nothing would change?” 
 
    “I should be so lucky!” 
 
    “Do you or do you not have proof you will be required to do all these things you fear?” 
 
    “I have a long history of being sucked into things I don’t want to do.” 
 
    “But no proof in this particular instance?” 
 
    “Technically?  No, I suppose I don’t.  But I know it’ll happen!” 
 
    “Then why are you still here?  Should you not be in Tamaril?  As you say, it has only a matter of hours before it vanishes, and the Great Arch with it, does it not?” 
 
    “Two reasons.  First, I have to do what I can to preserve Vios and the Kingdom of Karvalen.  We move the Royal Family into the city, along with anyone else close enough to drag in.  We haul in all the food we can carry.  We start more crops in the farm tunnels… skip it.  There are a lot of self-sustaining things we have to do.  Once I get those started, or outline what needs to be done, I can go to Tamaril.  Then my destiny takes over.  I will be forced to do what needs to be done—not by anything as crude as Mumbo-Jumbo God of the Congo appearing and laying down the law, but by the fact it’ll be the only course of action open to me!  And that pisses me off to an unbelievable degree.  The Orb may have tried to undo me, risking some sort of paradox backlash, but it’s only succeeded in forcing me—all against my will and whatever good sense I may have—to do exactly what it did in order to fix it!” 
 
    “I do not fully understand,” he admitted. 
 
    “Look, I blow up the Great Arch of Tamaril to do what the Orb did and go back to the day the Arch was made.  Once there, I undo the work of the Orb and put everything back on track.  Not because I want to, but because it needs doing.  If I don’t catch it quickly, it may turn into a battle across timelines for several thousand years—and I despise the idea of that thing being my active nemesis for another hour, much less across a thousand worlds and generations!  If I fail to stop it at the Zirafel gate, I don’t know anyone else who can do slug it out with the bastard sphere for eternity.  But, even if I do succeed in catching it as it bounces through the Zirafel gate, it’s already forced me into this because it already did its dirty work and I’m stuck cleaning it up! 
 
    “With this as a foundation for why I’m a hundred thousand years in the past, I’m going to find I’m responsible for everything leading up to me coming here in the first place—a first-order predestination paradox, which means I’m going to find everything I’m about to do, every single thing, is the only reasonable course of action.  My course will be predestined, fixed—I’ll be a slave to paradox, and, because the Orb started this chain of events, a slave to it!” 
 
    “But… if it is reasonable, should you not do it, whatever it is?” he asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Sometimes I like being unreasonable!” 
 
    “Clearly,” he agreed, mildly. 
 
    I got a grip on myself.  I didn’t need to take such a tone with Seldar.  He didn’t deserve it and I shouldn’t berate him simply because I’m upset.  I was being—ha, ha, ha—unreasonable. 
 
    “I apologize.  I’m a bit on edge.” 
 
    “Understood, O Lord of Anxiety.” 
 
    “You’re not as funny as you think you are.” 
 
    “I said nothing of whose anxiety,” he pointed out.  “Yet, I am still uncertain why you are so distressed at having an assurance of your eventual success.  You will carry on through the years to fulfill this destiny.  Does this not comfort you?” 
 
    “No.  Partly because I’m a stiff-necked, rebellious jerk who doesn’t like being coerced into anything, but also partly because I’m not certain I’m certain to succeed.  There are multiple timelines and I’m not sure how all this works.  Since I don’t know I’ll succeed and I suspect I’m on an irrevocable destiny track, I have the worst of both worlds to worry about and resent.” 
 
    “I see.  So, why go through the Great Arch of Tamaril at all?  Why not continue as you are and lead us to a new world?” 
 
    “Oh, there are lots of reasons for that.  I don’t want the Orb out there doing whatever evil orbs do for thousands of years, for one.  That’s enough, right there.  I also don’t want to step out of this world and discover I stop existing—a possibility I haven’t tested, but is entirely too likely for my taste.  Plus, if I can make the whole looped journey from the building of the Arch of Tamaril to the near-present day, I might be able to fix a mistake I made.” 
 
    “What mistake?” 
 
    “I want to tell myself to not nuke two and a half kingdoms.  I think I woke up the dragons and the Heru, which started the end of the world.  I’m not certain, but it seems a good idea to try something else besides stomping across their bedroom floor.” 
 
    “What other choice do you have but to destroy your enemies?”  He frowned.  “Will you have?  What other choice could there be?” he finished. 
 
    “If I have a thousand years, do you think I can figure out a way to undo what the Boo—I mean, what the Lord of Light did to his followers?” 
 
    Seldar’s face lit up with a hopeful expression.  It was all the brighter for the contrast.  I didn’t have hope, only an intention.  I doubted the universe—any universe—would cooperate. 
 
    I didn’t mention my other intention:  To kill the Lord of Light.  With a thousand-year head start on research and development, I might even find a way.  I don’t presently know enough about energy-state being anatomy and physiology, but I might find out more on the way back. 
 
    “Your intent is to save them?” Seldar asked.  “All of them?  And us?” 
 
    “First off, I have no intention of saving the world.  It’s too much.  I’ll fold under that kind of pressure,” I admitted.  “I’m planning to save you.  And Kammen.  And Torvil, Tianna, Tymara, and Lissette.  I have some people to save, and I’m not even sure I can do that.  I know I have to try.  But saving the world?  No.  If I can save the people I care about, the world may get to come along for the ride.  That’s how I have to think of it.  Otherwise, it’s too big to face.” 
 
    “Can you do this?” Seldar asked, softly. 
 
    “Always with the tough questions,” I complained.  “I don’t know if events can be changed in the history of Rethven.  Obviously, the tracks of history can be manipulated in other worlds, but I’m still here in this one.  I don’t know if this one is more stable or if it simply isn’t affected because it has no connection to the others.”  I rubbed my face with both hands.  “There are multiple theories of time travel and paradoxes and I’m not sure any of them account for the observations.  I’m dealing with at least two different ones, I think, but I’m not precisely sure which theories are valid where or how.” 
 
    “My lord, forgive me for sounding as though I doubt you, but do people truly spend their time considering the hows and wherefores of traveling to another when?” 
 
    “Yes.  For some, it’s an obsession.  For others, it’s fun.” 
 
    “Fun.” 
 
    “The Demon King had worse hobbies,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Excellent point, Perspicacious One.  Would it be of use for me to know these thoughts on time and paradox?” 
 
    “I doubt it, but it couldn’t hurt,” I admitted.  “There are three major schools of thought:  Mutable, Immutable, and Multiple. 
 
    “First, Mutable.  You go back in time, make a change, and it affects you, the traveler.  Maybe you cease to exist, maybe not, but everything following your change may be altered.  You can make changes, even if it means you cease to exist.  This can lead to a paradox, but at least you get to choose. 
 
    “Second, Immutable.  You go back in time, make a change, and it turns out you had to make the change in order to bring about the future where you could go back and make the change.  No matter what you do, it all comes out the same in the end.  No paradox is possible because it all hangs together perfectly.  It’s a locked-in, no-free-will type of system. 
 
    “Third, Multiple.  You go back in time, make a change, and cause a new timeline—a new universe—to branch off from that point, altering from the original universe in its own fashion, independent of what happened in the so-called ‘original’ universe.  If you can travel forward in time, you wind up in the future of the new timeline—you can never go home again.  At least, not with time travel.  You would have to move sideways, from one alternate reality to another.” 
 
    “I do not fully understand,” he admitted, “but I am trying.  Which case does our present difficulty seem to follow?” 
 
    “That’s the trouble.  I’m pretty sure we have a two-universe problem instead of a single-universe problem.  I know, I know—you don’t get it.  I’ll try to explain. 
 
    “The other worlds—Earth—is a Multiple.  It has many timelines, constantly branching into more.  Don’t ask me how it works.  I didn’t set it up.  According to theory, if one goes back in time to change something, it simply causes another branch in the tree, leaving all the original branches intact.  It should be impossible to alter the past in such a way as to keep me from existing.  If the Orb showed up at my parents’ wedding and shot them, it would simply start a new timeline while the original timeline continued undisturbed. 
 
    “Nevertheless, it seems the Orb found a way around the problem.  My guess is it’s been angry for years about Tort capturing it, so it’s been planning and scheming to defeat me in some way, and it knew it couldn’t do it in a stand-up fight…” I trailed off. 
 
    Did the Orb have something to do with the Church of Light?  Did it help the Lord of Light in the campaign against Karvalen?  The Lord of Light couldn’t give his followers much guidance, but would he need to with a demonic Orb of My Own Personal Evil acting as an advisor?  The Lord of Light might designate it their Orb of Divine Wisdom, or something!  And it would know—or be able to figure out—a way to stimulate the brain’s pleasure centers.  It wouldn’t have a problem manufacturing crazed pleasure-junkie worshippers.  It would know how to hurt me by knowing who I care about.  It would know many of the defenses of the Palace in Carrillon, for targeting the Queen and Liam. 
 
    It would even have the time and knowledge to build a theory on how to use a gate for time travel.  When the nuclear footprints started marching eastward, destroying city after city, heading for the headquarters Temple in Kolammia, it would be a perfect time to cut losses and try plan B—eliminating me before I ever was. 
 
    Was it as upset as I was at the implications?  Did it like being a plaything of Fate any better than I did?  I doubt it.  But, if it really was engineering my discomfort, it might not care.  If it hates me enough to risk this sort of foolhardy, unpredictable scheme, it might not give a damn about anything else.  Which would, in fact, fit in well with the self-centered, nasty nature of the beast. 
 
    “My lord?” Seldar asked, looking behind me.  No doubt my shadow was as upset as I was.  I didn’t turn to look. 
 
    “Sorry.  Thinking about something else.  My point is, even by going back and stopping me, it shouldn’t have been able to.  By eliminating me, it should have merely caused a new world to form, one where I didn’t come to Rethven.  Anything it did on Earth—everything it did on Earth—should have done nothing more than bud a new branch.” 
 
    “Yet, you refer to Rethven as something outside these… branches?” 
 
    “It’s an isolated point,” I agreed.  “It doesn’t appear to follow the same rules of time.” 
 
    “Could he not have tried to kill you on many occasions, finally surrendering to the futility of his attempts, and come here, to Rethven, to intercept you when you first emerged from the Gate of Shadows?  This would not cause a branching, because Rethven does not branch.  Or do I misunderstand?” 
 
    Stunned, I stared at him for longer than was polite.  Of course, I didn’t come through the Gate of Shadows—also known as the Great Arch of Zirafel—but through a portal in the Hand compound in Telen.  The Orb would know that, though, even if no one else did.  Still, in principle, it might work.  It would account for two sets of paradoxical continuity rules and… yes, it might work!  It would mean Rethven was immutable in some ways.  The world as we knew it was still here, at least for the moment.  Killing me didn’t change everything. 
 
    Or did it?  Could the Orb’s interference have caused the chaos storm?  Is the world disintegrating because of the whiplash of temporal paradox instead of nuclear Armageddon?  Maybe this is the way the Rethven universe deals with paradox—it comes apart at the seams.  Maybe… maybe I didn’t wake the Heru and start the end of the world! 
 
    Maybe.  I might still be responsible.  For the moment, it might be reasonable to put the guilt aside.  I’ll find out for certain later and melt into a puddle of guilt afterward. 
 
    “Seldar, have I ever told you you’re smarter than I am?” 
 
    “I do not believe so, Master of Humility.” 
 
    “I should have.” 
 
    “If you say it, I have no choice but to accept it.” 
 
    “Take the damn compliment.” 
 
    “Thank you, Oversensitive One.” 
 
    “I have to think about this.  In the mean… time… please get everyone into the city you can before the end of the world.  I have to do everything I can to save you before I go back.  If the past can be changed here, maybe I can keep all this from happening in the first place.  If this is an Immutable timeline, I can’t change it, which means I have to do everything I can to save people here and now.  Besides, I might fail.  So, just in case, I have to build a better lifeboat first.” 
 
    “Would not any action you take in the past to change things actually be the thing to happen first?” 
 
    “Stop.  Stop right now.  I am not getting sucked into a discussion of grammar and tenses.  Go.  I’m going to be busy.” 
 
    “As you command, my lord.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Rethven, End of the World 
 
      
 
    It’s hard to nail down the date when there’s no sun and no clocks.  I could go by the time display in my Diogephone and convert across time zones, but what would be the point?  It’s just a countdown to contact with the chaos. 
 
    So, I spent a while in my headspace, drawing up everything I could as a primer on how to run a space station.  Water needs to be purified.  Food needs to be grown.  Air needs a proper balance of nitrogen and oxygen and carbon dioxide.  There’s a whole self-contained ecology involved.  True, they have magic to help with the heavy lifting—spells can take the place of clunky machinery—but they also need some idea of what the spells do and why.  If people start dying for no obvious reason, it would help to know why in order to fix it! 
 
    Once I had my notes in order in my headspace, I transferred the text to actual, physical paper.  It was easier than I thought.  The process only worked, I think, because I had everything organized and orderly beforehand.  Words appeared on the paper as though photocopied.  There was no way I was taking time to enchant a quill pen and have it scribble everything out. 
 
    I handed my micro-ecology primer to Dantos, since he was the ranking civil authority.  He accepted it and asked if the Knights of Shadow could help the city guards keep order, since we were expecting a lot of immigrants.  I told him it was fine by me and I got back to work. 
 
    I spent all of “yesterday” and most of “today” avoiding people and working like a slumlord desperate to pass a building inspection without bribes.  New sewer lines had to be plotted out and routed correctly.  Regulations about waste had to be established.  All the waste from humans and animals had to go through the expanding processing chambers before being used as fertilizer, for example—nothing was to be dumped or drained into the reservoir of the moat!  Waste water had to be filtered and purified before being returned to the drinking water system.  Every day, tons of material had to be “digested” by the mountain to make it useful elsewhere. 
 
    The interior and underground spaces of the mountain have illumination partly based on storing natural light and redistributing it, rationing it.  With changes in the sky—no sun!—and extensive farm tunnels, I had to improve the underground lighting by adding more light input.  I sent a note down to Haran, Master of the Guild of Wizards, and had him take care of illumination enchantments.  I made no mention of the spy.  I got a note back about how the Guild was always honored to serve, blah, blah, blah.  He may be a fool, but he’s not an idiot. 
 
    The Firmament spell also needed an upgrade—or, rather, it needed a secondary function.  A dome over the city, just inside the Firmament, could glow and illuminate the whole city.  It could even look like a blue sky.  It wouldn’t have a sun, but a bright blue sky would be plenty of light. 
 
    Damn.  I need to make sure the light piped into the farm tunnels is multispectral, not just visible light.  Conversion panels under the arching roof?  Probably. 
 
    I’m the vampire and I’m trying to simulate sunlight.  This seems strange to me.  Maybe I should be used to my life taking extremely strange turns. 
 
    Tianna called up Amber and had her move to the local Temple.  That, at least, was simple.  They set up a bed of coals and Amber simply appeared in it.  Their branch of the family was easy to move.  As for the rest of Mochara, people streamed out of the city at their best speed, some in canal boats, some on horseback, some in carts, most walking.  Bronze volunteered to go haul canal boats back and forth much more quickly, which would free up horses for more carts.  I called Nothar, explained to him, and he promised to see her put to good use.  I think the idea is to have her haul all the canal boats down to Mochara, wait until they’re loaded, and haul them all right back. 
 
    It’ll be like one of those log rides at an amusement park.  I suspect she’ll have time to make more than one trip. 
 
    Plains-port, however, didn’t have a whole lot of population to move in the first place.  They started south in their canal boats in a fairly orderly fashion.  Children and the elderly, for the most part.  Anyone who could make the journey on foot, in a cart, or on horseback was heading south at their best speed. 
 
    Off to the east, the cities at the end of that canal were too far for a canal trip.  Even a light courier on a fast horse wouldn’t make it into Vios in time.  I didn’t see any point in telling them, so I didn’t.  I don’t know if anyone else did.  The plains tribes were in the same situation.  Only a few of them were close enough to make it in.  Worse, they didn’t carry around communications mirrors and the like.  If we could have called some, the closest might be able to ride hell-for-leather and be inside when the storm hit, but I wasn’t going to send anyone out and risk them not making it back. 
 
    Lissette, in Carrillon, had all the machinery of the kingdom to deal with.  Kammen supervised much of the move while Torvil took charge of the younger royals.  Even with a tent in Carrillon and one in Vios, it was a non-stop effort to relocate people, records, equipment, even furniture!  The Crown Jewels came with her, of course, but she also brought most of the armory, the Court Magician, the whole of the council of advisors, most of their families, several nobles, dozens of priests, and company after company of guards. 
 
    Much to my dismay, quite a number of uninvited guests also arrived.  Magicians from all over the kingdom showed up.  Some flew in on cloud-ships, others on carpets, one in a flying chair.  Others rode more unusual conveyances.  One galloped up in what resembled a Viking longship, shrunk to about quarter-scale, and using wooden legs instead of oars.  Several simply appeared next to the outer footings of the bridges and walked in.  One self-important schmuck tried to appear inside the city, in a flash of lightning, but the city defenses wouldn’t let it in, so it flickered down to the moat and he appeared there with a flash and thunderclap.  He also promptly sank, swore, and dog-paddled to the shore, sputtering the whole way.  Bronze saw it and told me about it.  It was the high point of my day.  Night.  It was a high point. 
 
    As for all the other refugees, I guess when the royal palace evacuates, there’s no keeping it quiet.  I didn’t like having so many magicians wander in, but trying to stop them would be like trying to stop a stampede.  It could get gory. 
 
    I tried not to think about all the people who were too far away to make it in time.  Save what you can and don’t think about the rest, that’s the trick.  I’m still learning it.  They’re just going to have to hope I don’t screw up my Orb-stopping. 
 
    The ecology of the mountain-city’s population is going to be interesting, in the sense of living in interesting times.  They have limited space, limited resources, and there is little to no leeway in those.  Still, the city is huge and won’t be anywhere close to full even after the evacuation.  Then again, if it’s going to be self-sustaining, it can’t have the same population density as a city. 
 
    Well, I take that back.  We can open gates to other worlds.  Not easily, and not for long, but we could scavenge from other worlds to add to our resources.  More importantly, we could evacuate—eventually—from Vios to somewhere else.  By gathering everyone in Vios, we can save more people and take our time about relocating them.  I’ll have to mention the possibility to someone, as well as caution them about searching for a good world and not simply taking the first one they come across.  The last thing they need is to wind up in a low-magic, high-tech world inhabited by paranoid governments and more nuclear weapons. 
 
    I really am building a lifeboat.  A titanic lifeboat.  No, bad associations, there.  A damn big lifeboat, but it’s the only one.  It’s not enough for everyone in the world, but, as I told Seldar, I can’t think of it in those terms.  I dare not think of it in those terms.  If I think of it like that, I’ll have to consider what set these events in motion, and then I’ll have to beat myself up some more because it might be me. 
 
      
 
    My calm is somewhat damaged.  I wish I had a repair spell for it.  Maybe I should meditate more, or practice some Tai Chi.  Maybe I should take up a relaxing hobby.  Maybe I should find something really tough and use it for a punching bag.  Maybe later. 
 
    On the upside, we have progress!  The Firmament is up and running!  It finished the primary assembly a little while ago, forming a spherical, sealed system around the city, or almost.  I had to jigger it to adjust the final pieces—I’ve never programmed a dome construction on this scale before.  It’s a little ahead of schedule, but I’m okay with that.  Better to have the chaos defenses up and running and not need them than to need them and not have them.  Judging by the advancing line of dissolution, we still have a few hours before the world vanishes around us. 
 
    That’s going to look weird.  Dantos and Lissette are taking measures for crowd control and riot suppression—Rendal’s right-hand man and appointed successor, some guy named Malazar, is organizing the City Guard to handle most of it.  I don’t know what those measures will be, but Rendal is signing off on it and the Knights of Shadow will be backing the Guard.  There are close to three thousand Knights of Shadow in the city.  I strongly suspect they can quell a riot.  They’ve had practice. 
 
    Besides, it’s not my job.  I have plumbing and wiring to worry about. 
 
    The blue-sky dome is now in progress.  Once the Firmament finished, I diverted power from its replication routines to the sky simulation.  The Firmament still has power going to it and has an adaptive load handling system—the more power it needs to hold back the void, the more it draws.  For now, though, it doesn’t need much, so the rest is building a sky.  This should help with the possibly-frightening visuals.  It’s emitting light in a border around the city, like a wall, as it continues to self-build.  It’s not obviously the base of a dome, yet, because it’s not high enough to have a visible curve to it.  It’s not impossible to see through, but anything beyond it is washed out, faded into the blue.  Hopefully, it’ll help keep people from panicking.  I doubt it will finish building a full dome before the advancing chaos reaches us, though. 
 
    I’m still not sure how to make a useful sun.  I could make an illusion of one, I suppose, but it would only be a bright spot on the sky, not an actual sun.  Besides, I don’t see the point.  The sky can brighten or dim as a whole without a sun or moon.  Everyone will have to settle for adequate lighting and survival. 
 
    Now that I’ve settled down a little by reviewing the progress, I can discuss what damaged my calm—further damaged my calm, I mean. 
 
    We had a dragon come to visit. 
 
    It flew over the city.  I don’t know how far up it was.  There was no sense of perspective, so judging its size was impossible.  It could have been ten miles long or a hundred yards. 
 
    It circled as it came down for a closer look.  It kept getting bigger, and bigger, and bigger.  It reached the new Firmament and passed through it without so much as a hiccup.  Obviously, it wasn’t of the same order as the Things Beyond the World.  It settled on the top of the mountain, hind feet first.  Claws plowed into the parklike area of the upper peak, sinking into earth and stone.  The tail lowered and curled around, along the upper courtyard, smashing part of the outer wall and knocking one of the mountain’s chimneys to rubble.  The dragon paused a moment to be certain of its balance, wings still outspread like a pair of circus tents.  It finally settled down, foreclaws digging into the mountain while its body and neck curved around the peak, crushing the other three chimneys and sending down landslides of loam, vines, shrubs, and trees.  A small cloud of those winged, reptilian animals—the ones who like the heat near the former chimneys, thashrak, that’s what they’re called—flittered up, screeching, almost invisible in their tininess.  The dragon ignored them, if it even noticed them, and finished settling, great eyes blinking an inner, transparent lid as it regarded its surroundings. 
 
    Since it held relatively still, I got a good look at it. 
 
    Big. 
 
    Okay, there was more to it than size, but, as in so many things, size matters.  The enormity of the thing is what really struck me.  How hard is it to comprehend the size of a creature beyond anything in most human experience?  It’s bigger than a Nimitz-class aircraft carrier?  Does such a description mean anything to someone not in the Navy?  How about saying it’s about the length of a thirty or forty-car train?  Most people don’t see thirty cars.  Most people see three or four as they pass by the railroad crossing.  Maybe saying it’s roughly the size of the Empire State Building helps.  Lots of people have seen a skyscraper.  But it’s an Empire State Building with enormous wings, a big mouth, overlapping scales of black and green, huge teeth, and claws capable of digging into solid rock the same way my fingers dig into clay.  I know, because I saw them do it. 
 
    It looked over the city, effortlessly swinging a head larger than a train car around on a neck longer than a construction crane.  Its eyes were green, like meter-thick emeralds, had vertical slits, and were illuminated from within by some violet, otherworldly glow.  The eyes had multiple lids, all transparent, but why and what for?  I had no idea. 
 
    “Firebrand?” 
 
    Shh! 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    That is! Shh! 
 
    Okay, I couldn’t really blame Firebrand.  I mean, I came out when I spotted the thing approaching on my scrying table, so I was at the southern door to the undermountain.  We looked directly up at the dragon from only a thousand yards away, at most.  It was well-lit from below, since the rim of sky was shining brightly.  The massive, scaly monster scared me too, but I’m not known for my courage. 
 
    It continued to look around.  Nostrils I could have walked into expanded as it took the air. 
 
    “Is it looking for something?” I asked, quietly.  “Or is it curious?” 
 
    How should I know? 
 
    “You’re psychic.” 
 
    And I am not attracting its attention. 
 
    “Fair.  What do we do if it attacks?” 
 
    Die. 
 
    “You’re not helping.” 
 
    You mean you’re not kidding? 
 
    I stepped inside the mountain.  I wasn’t hiding.  I was, uh, going with the flow of people.  Yeah.  People were taking cover all over the city.  Screaming and taking cover, but taking cover nonetheless.  So I stepped inside to continue my discussion. 
 
    “Look, if El Draco decides to plop down in the city and start rampaging, I’d like to have some idea of how to stop it.” 
 
    Nuke it. 
 
    “That will destroy the city!” 
 
    So will the dragon, if it feels like it! 
 
    “Will you pull yourself together and help me, here?” 
 
    Listen, Firebrand snapped, you had a hard time with me as a dragon.  You couldn’t hold what you sucked up, so you upchucked the excess into the metal and vitalized it.  Fine.  Here I am, and I think I’ve been as helpful as my nature allows.  Now you want to know how to fight off a dragon capable of turning this whole city into a bubbling pool of lava just for funsies.  I hate to tell you this, but we can’t!  This is not a fight we can win!  The best we can possibly manage is a draw.  You destroy the city in the biggest explosion you can manage and maybe you can kill it in the process.  The alternative is for it to eat the city—or do any other damn thing it wants—because we don’t have any say whatsoever in what it does.  We cannot stop it.  Not “We’ll suffer horribly and probably die in the valiant fight against overwhelming odds,” but “We’re going to die and it’ll still do what it wants.”  Have I explained this carefully enough to hammer it into even your skull? 
 
    Firebrand doesn’t use that tone very often.  I listened. 
 
    “Can’t win.  Got it.  Kinda had that impression, but it’s good to have a second opinion.  And you have no idea what it wants?” 
 
    None. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I took a few breaths—still pointlessly—and crept carefully back outside.  Looking up at the mountaintop, I saw it shifting around, still looking and sniffing.  Occasional bits of mountain came tumbling past, but nobody was anywhere nearby.  At least it wasn’t eating anyone. 
 
    Chicken nuggets.  People would be small chicken nuggets.  No, elephants would be chicken nuggets.  People would be those little bits of chicken floating in the chicken soup. 
 
    Damn, but it was huge. 
 
    I was struck again by the sheer size of the thing.  It wasn’t zoology.  It was geography.  From a combat perspective, I’m reasonably sure my Saber of Sharpness could cut the physical material of the beast, but I’m not sure a saber is long enough to penetrate the thickness of the scales.  Attacking it isn’t a matter of swordsmanship.  It’s a matter of tunneling.  Possibly a matter of futility. 
 
    I never feel too terribly significant.  I have to remind myself, “Hey!  I’m a king!” on occasion, and even then I don’t really feel it.  Looking up at the draconic monster on top of my pet rock, I realized I might be even more insignificant than I previously believed. 
 
    Despite my insignificance, it looked at me.  Maybe it felt me looking at it.  Then again, who else was it going to look at?  The only people still outside were at least a mile away, not counting one moron who didn’t have sense enough to listen to his sword.  I was profoundly glad I was already dead, because I think my heart might have stopped.  I felt Firebrand retreat, psychically, into a tiny little ball of not-thinking.  Which left me with next to no options.  Run?  No, not really an option.  Hide in the mountain? –and be dug out, if necessary?  No.  Stand still and hope it looks elsewhere?  Seemed reasonable.  I tried it. 
 
    Of course it didn’t look elsewhere.  It unfolded the stadium canopies it used for wings, presumably for balance, and crawled down the side of the mountain like a reptilian avalanche.  It put its head within heart attack range—maybe twenty feet—and sniffed at me like an inquisitive tornado.  I braced against the sucking blasts of air lest I lose my footing and be inhaled.  If it snorted me up like a line of cocaine, I resolved to give it the worst bloody nose in the history of dragonkind.  True, the moment I stuck it with anything, it would exhale me on a blast of flame, but when it’s time for me to die, I plan to go kicking, screaming, and lacking any sort of dignity.  Vaporizing in a dragon-sneeze lacks dignity, but it probably doesn’t have time to hurt, either. 
 
    It stopped sniffing and looked at me again.  It didn’t even cock its head like a human or a dog.  It might as well have been the throne in the upper Palace.  I couldn’t tell what it was thinking.  Was it considering eating me?  Was it puzzled?  Was it waiting for me to do something?  Or was it simply curious about the strange biped who didn’t know enough to hide? 
 
    The thing finally snorted like a thunderclap, spread wings fit to have blotted out the sun if we had one, and leaped into the air like a hundred-thousand-ton storm front.  It flapped once, twice, and was gone through our Firmament like a cloud in the jet stream. 
 
    I ran fingers through my hair to settle it and checked my trousers.  Nope.  Still clean, by some miracle.  There are good points to being dead.  All the usual glandular products weren’t coursing through my bloodstream.  With the dragon gone I didn’t even feel the need to sit down and shake.  It’s easier to act brave when your biology isn’t telling you you’re terrified. 
 
    As the dragon flew away, I was tempted to shout, “And stay out!” so people could feel more confident, but the dragon might hear me.  I resisted the impulse and Firebrand helped. 
 
      
 
    As much as I wanted to spend every moment working on the mechanical side of things, there were some social obligations I couldn’t duck.  I could order almost anyone to leave me alone and back it up with “I’m busy!”  In Karvalen, I don’t think anyone is immune to this.  It helps to realize most people don’t want to talk to the Demon King.  They’ll happily talk to the Bright Queen.  They’ll cheerfully accept the word of the Big Three.  They’ll seek out Dantos or Nothar.  Thousands of people will be glad to sidetrack onto the religion train to query Beltar or any of a hundred priests.  Others will try an end run, seeking out either of the adult fire-witches in the hope they’ll intercede with the Demon King for them.  Some will even brave the lair of the King’s Magician and try to get T’yl to talk to me on their behalf. 
 
    There are plenty of buffers between me and “the common man.”  They’re necessary.  I mean, imagine how much any world leader would get done if anyone could drop by and chat.  Prime Minister, President, or King, you can’t have an open door policy.  There are too many people.  You can’t handle everything personally. 
 
    On the other hand, I can summon almost anybody and they’ll report to me.  In a few minor ways, it’s good to be King.  So I called T’yl to discuss the life of the city, and we did.  He needed instructions on a number of things, from the defunct elf-box to the soul-transplant tables, provisions for smoothing out the divisions between resident magicians and the wizards’ guild, the care and feeding of a pet rock and its Firmament, why the air-moving spells were important, suggestions on the process for enchantment of existing spells—spells necessary to the survival of the whole city—and especially on gate-work for how to search other worlds for places they could evacuate to. 
 
    We met in my scrying room.  The sand table had an image of the city on display, including some false-image lines denoting spells, Firmament, new tunnels and water-channels—the circulatory, respiratory, and digestive systems of my pet rock.  Things were becoming disgustingly biological.  T’yl and I spoke for a while about the changes going on and the survivability of the people in the city. 
 
    “What you’re saying,” he said, slowly, “is we have no more elf-bodies?” 
 
    “Elf-bodies,” I repeated.  “The world is dissolving in chaos, and your focus is on cranky customers?” 
 
    “I have much experience with them.  They have been constantly on my mind.” 
 
    “I don’t have enough spare brain cells to worry about it.  Yes.  We’re out of elf-bodies.” 
 
    “The magicians here in Vios will not be pleased.” 
 
    “The world is dissolving.  Tell ’em we have bigger problems!” 
 
    “A valid consideration and one they may accept.  They will want to know if production will resume after the end of the world,” he added.  I stared at him while I tried to process his statement. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    “A central column of the void beyond the Edge is eating away at the world, reducing everything in it to the primal chaos of creation, and their big concern is whether or not they’ll be able to get immortal bodies afterward?” 
 
    T’yl shrugged, a helpless gesture. 
 
    “What can you do?  At a certain age, obsession takes hold.  Only by satisfying it may one’s thoughts be turned to other matters.” 
 
    The urge to be sidetracked was strong.  I wanted to go find a bunch of magical old farts and beat sense into them—or beat their heads in, whichever came first.  I resisted the impulse.  I, at least, recognize bigger problems when they’re slowly advancing on my position in a wall of annihilation. 
 
    “I hate to hand the problem off to you, T’yl, but I literally cannot deal with it.  Tell them I’m saving the city in case I can’t save the world.  Or—no, tell them whatever you like.  Whatever works.” 
 
    “I will do what I can.  Do you require their assistance?” 
 
    “No, but you will.  They’ll need to reinforce the Firmament and set it up as an enchantment.  It’s already integrated with the defensive spells around the city, but it needs to be a more permanent thing.  One idiot with a suicide urge could kill everyone after the chaos line crosses us.” 
 
    “I will see to it.  Now, about the gates.  What, exactly, do you wish done?”  He sounded eager to deal with something besides soul transfers. 
 
    “Explore.  Look, the Hand, as part of the Church of Light, explored other worlds with gate spells, seeking nightlords to hunt and kill.  Right?” 
 
    “Yes.  Although such use is regarded by most magicians as too dangerous and impractical.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    “Indeed it is!  The power requirements are enormous.  The destination is unpredictable, as well.  Usually, the destination is weak, with little or no magical energy.  Why would any magician have an interest in such a place?  We would be vulnerable to even the most basic of predators, to say nothing of any random peasant with a knife.” 
 
    I got the impression the magicians of Arondael didn’t do much exploring.  Then again, they were generally studying spells in their specialty, not getting out and doing things.  The ones not in Arondael were the exceptions, not the rule. 
 
    “I see your point.  Well, the power requirements are about to be less of a problem.  I’ll rig something on both gates to help you aim for magically-powerful places.  You’ll need to assign people to explore, checking out multiple worlds until you find one you can bail to.  Okay?” 
 
    “It is… an unsettling idea,” he admitted.  “If it were not for the fact this world is going away, I would not do it.”  He shivered.  “In the face of the facts, however, I agree.” 
 
    “Thank you.  And, once you find somewhere for everyone to emigrate, everyone else should thank you.” 
 
    “I doubt it, but we shall see.  Now, do you wish to respond to any of the other requests for audience?” 
 
    “Who else wants to see me?” 
 
    “The Queen, Tianna and Tymara—on behalf of Amber, I believe—Dantos and Nothar, Rendal, and Seldar.” 
 
    I gripped my temples with one hand.  As an item of interest, an undead can have a tension headache.  Those aren’t fixed by regeneration.  We have to relax to make them go away. 
 
    “I’m glad I got the technical stuff out of the way first, then.  Go do your thing.  The chaos wall will hit here a couple of hours before it hits Tamaril, so I’ll be here to evaluate the survivability of the city before I leave.” 
 
    “I am comforted.  I would not like to be aboard a sinking city in a sea of chaos.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  Send in whoever’s next.  Oh, and as much as I hate to do this, I need to send out for snacks.  Would you see who we have in the dungeons?” 
 
    “Ah?  Ah.  Of course.  I shall speak to Dantos.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    T’yl bowed—not as gracefully as real elf, of course, but still with a certain amount of flair.  It bothered me.  He seemed to mean it.  He’s bowed before, but usually he has a sort of… how to describe it?  A sort of reserve.  It’s the difference between, “Okay, fine, you’re a king and protocol says you get a Grade Two gesture of respect,” and “You are my King, and I accord you the honor you are due.”  When he bowed this time, it was the second one. 
 
    I’m oversensitive.  I know it.  If I had an extra brain—or a better one—I would wonder about it. 
 
    Lissette was next.  Of course.  As Queen, she can trump pretty much anybody as far as line-jumping is concerned.  The door pivoted open and there she was, wearing black and red and green and gold, with a diadem-like mini-crown instead of a full-sized hunk of gold.  A pair of bodyguards—one of them Malena—stopped outside the door and swung it shut behind her, leaving us alone. 
 
    I stood up, smiled, and extended both hands to take hers. 
 
    “I’m so pleased to see you,” I lied.  The last thing I wanted to do was talk to anyone not connected with the nuts and bolts of the city’s survival.  Worse, she would likely want to talk about Us.  Therefore, I have to paste a Perfectly Believable Smile on my face and pretend.  It’s one of my few social defenses.  “Come in.  Come in.  Have a seat.  Have the Big Three briefed you?” 
 
    “They have,” she agreed, taking the seat I held for her.  I moved to my own and plopped unceremoniously down in it.  At least I found time to unshell from my armor.  Unless it’s specially made, furniture is always more comfortable without armor plating. 
 
    “Wonderful.  I have to try and undo this mess, but I’m hoping I can.  If not, T’yl has instructions on finding a world and I’ll bolt some guidance ideograms onto my gates to narrow the possible results.” 
 
    “I feel certain you are doing everything you can to preserve and defend the kingdom.” 
 
    “I think I am.  I sense from your tone you may have some reservations?” 
 
    “No… not about that.” 
 
    I tried to look relaxed.  I totally called it.  Significant Discussion of Feelings. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked.  “Let me know what it is and I’ll try to help.” 
 
    “You always do.  Try, I mean.”  She worked her fingers together, lacing and unlacing them, and wouldn’t look me in the eye.  “We sit upon the brink as the edge of the world marches ever-nearer, and—if I am told correctly—you plan to escape through the Gate of Shadows in Tamaril.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it like that.  I’m going to try and prevent what’s happening from happening.  I plan to undo it so it doesn’t happen at all.  I’m working diligently here to make sure you’re in a safe zone, so even if I fail to undo it, you can still continue.” 
 
    “It does not feel as though you are working to preserve us,” she stated.  “It feels… I feel as though you are abandoning me.” 
 
    “Never.  But I do have to go run an errand.  I will be away for a bit and out of touch—or, no, come to think of it, if I survive, I should be in touch almost immediately.  So, I do have to run an errand, but it shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.  If I survive, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I did not elaborate on any of the weird possibilities and how they might affect her perspective of events.  If I succeeded, we wouldn’t have this conversation, so it wouldn’t matter. 
 
    “I want you to know,” she told me, “how much I appreciate what you have done.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You have made a ruling Queen of Karvalen.  You made me, the unwanted daughter of a lesser noble, into that Queen.  You have always been there when I needed you… even when I did not call for you.” 
 
    “I tried not to interfere,” I replied.  “Sometimes I had to get all nosy and butt into your business.  I should have kept out of it.” 
 
    “No, no!  You were right to interfere.  I didn’t… I should have requested your presence more often.”  She twisted her fingers together hard enough to make knuckles crack.  She smiled mirthlessly.  “Look at me.  I can command as the Queen without hesitation or doubt, but we sit here and I find it difficult to speak.” 
 
    “Public face versus private face.  I know the feeling.”  I wanted to use the incident in the throne room as an example, but I refrained.  While it is a good example of the difference, it doesn’t have a lot of positive karma. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I’m sorry I didn’t call for you.  I was afraid, and proud, and… and…” 
 
    I stopped her before she could go any further.  Whatever she was trying to say, it was too much for her at the moment.  Instead, I moved in front of her, took her hands again, and smiled—keeping my lips together. 
 
    She knew I was going away to do something and, with the world ending, she was afraid she would never see me again.  Thus the sudden need to tell me things she wasn’t ready to tell me.  This might be her last chance, and if she didn’t say it, she would regret it forever.  Most people have this problem when a loved one dies.  Grandpa has a heart attack, a sister never comes home from a party, something.  Then they wish for a chance to say what they should have said in life. 
 
    Lissette was a sharp customer.  She knew what she was trying to do.  I wasn’t as sharp, but she gave me extra clues.  I reassured her. 
 
    “I tell you what.  I’m going to say my goodbyes to other people, as well, just in case.  But I’ll tell you something most people don’t understand.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “If you miss me, go down to the Temple.  Tell Beltar you have something to say to god.  I’ll be there to listen.” 
 
    “It’s not the same if I cannot see you, hear you reply.” 
 
    “Lissette?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Trust me?” 
 
    She looked at my face for a long time.  It’s the face of the Demon King, but her head knows better.  Her heart is still not entirely comfortable with it.  Changing how you think is easy.  Changing how you feel is a challenge.  She visibly made a decision. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Good.  And, if I may make a suggestion about the succession?” 
 
    “You are the King.  I think that entitles you make suggestions, at least.” 
 
    “Pick the one most likely to do a decent job.  I don’t care who the father was.  Take the prince or princess most likely to do it well.” 
 
    Lissette stared at me with wide eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I admitted.  “Don’t worry about it.  They’re your children.  That’s all that matters.  Is that clear?” 
 
    “It is clear, but it is—” 
 
    “Trust me?” I repeated.  “Take me at my word?  Don’t read into it, don’t assume, just do it?  Please?” 
 
    She bit back a response.  I will wonder until my dying day what it was.  My last dying day. 
 
    “Very well,” she said, finally.  “I accept your advice.” 
 
    I stood up, drew her to her feet.  I hugged her and she stiffened for a moment.  She relaxed into my arms and slid her hands around my ribs as though feeling her way along my body.  It’s like she expected spines or wings or something.  She eventually put her arms around me.  She sobbed into my shirt, only one time, and squeezed me for all she was worth.  She let go and I let her go when she stepped back. 
 
    “Thank you… my lord.” 
 
    “It is, as always, my pleasure… my lady.” 
 
    I held out a hand and she took it.  We moved to the door and I pushed it open for her. 
 
    When she was gone, I closed the door and took a minute for myself.  It’s always stressful to deal with the estranged wife, but maybe I should have devoted more effort to reducing the strange.  She does care about me, and I care about her, but we’ve got baggage.  Hell, we’ve got a luggage carousel.  Was it ever possible we could get past the Demon King, Thomen, and a brood of bastard children?  It’s not the sort of question I’m good at. 
 
      
 
    Things I am good at include magical circuitry and Boolean logic. 
 
    The gates in the mountain are going to be used to search other worlds for someplace everyone can retreat to.  Hopefully, they can take their time about it, bringing along everything they have, rather than rush headlong into a strange universe. 
 
    Diogenes and I came up with a number of protocols for random-dialing worlds.  Most of them were safety measures, backed by a ton of precautions in the facility on Apocalyptica.  Obviously, I couldn’t implement all of them here, but I could make things a little easier, a little safer, for everyone doing the dialing. 
 
    First off, there’s the question of power.  In a matter of hours, the mountain won’t need four reactors.  Without the Eastrange, a road network, and several cities connected to it, it’s about to be considerably smaller.  One of those reactors is dedicated to maintaining the Firmament.  Reactor #2 keeps the mountain alive and, incidentally, powers a lot of the spells—the day-dome, the air movement, the water pumps, and so forth.  #3 will feed the gates during the search.  #4 is in reserve.  Eventually, they’ll want to open up a gate and march people through—along with any horses, carts, luggage, materials, supplies, and whatever else.  It’ll take power, and lots of it—more than a battery charge in the gate-room crystals.  Reactors #3 and #4 should manage to keep a full-sized interuniversal gate open indefinitely. 
 
    In the meantime, how do they explore?  If interuniversal gates are so expensive to open—and, without an enchanted receiving gate on the other end, they are!—how do they open it up multiple times a day to look around? 
 
    Smaller gates. 
 
    The mountain doesn’t have a lot of iridium.  It’s rare on Earth, but it’s ridiculously rare on Rethven.  It has all the components for orichalcum, though.  I used my Annulus of Assassination and turned the materials into two small gates, each about two inches in diameter.  This is not a good way to get a view of a whole world, but it does give T’yl a window for looking through, casting spells, and so on.  I mounted these in the wall behind each of the main gates.  If they found a world they liked, they could transfer the connection to the larger gate and send a survey party through. 
 
    Which raised the question of accurately targeting a world.  If they send someone through, how do they reliably hit the same world to get him back for his report? 
 
    So I added some save slots to the wall.  Technically, each slot is a crystal to “save” the signature of a world.  If they don’t like a world, they can save a new world over it. 
 
    But, back to the problem of safety.  What are the most dangerous things they might encounter in universe exploration?  New plagues?  Invisible radiation?  Horrific monsters?  People? 
 
    People. 
 
    True, the exploration crew might find a society of happy, helpful people with open arms and generous dispositions.  But I grew up in a world with H.G. Wells and J.R.R. Tolkien.  If a happy, helpful race like that exists, I’d be on the lookout for morlocks or Melkor.  Besides, it’s more likely we’ll find suspicious people who wonder where all these strangers came from, what they want, and why they’re so determined to stay.  Those are, arguably, even worse. 
 
    So, as an addition to the gate spells, I added some search parameters.  What do we want in a world?  We want a moderate to high magical flux.  Wizards and magicians demand it.  We want the correct atmosphere, sunlight within certain tolerances, and a whole host of molecules matching various types of food.  It doesn’t have to have apples and oranges, but it has to have things they can eat! 
 
    But, again, people.  I don’t have a good way to include a NOT operator.  Oh, it could be done, but not cheaply or easily.  Once we find a world matching all the positive criteria, the gate-tunnel locks on to it but doesn’t open.  It then starts forming the ball-of-twine around the lock-on point, searching for the NOT criteria.  If it finds one, it disconnects.  Simple enough.  But how long does it search for the last criteria?  How long does it take to ball-of-twine a whole world?  How much power will it require to have it run an unopened gate connection for so long?  And how long do we want to wait at each possible world before looking at it?  This is a no-good way to do a search for an escape world! 
 
    So, it’s hard to tell a gate, “Find a world with apples, oranges, and chickens, but not people.”  The first three are easy.  Just copy the characteristic signature from a sample and it’ll only go ding! when it finds them.  The last one, though… 
 
    I figured out a workaround. 
 
    Rather than hunt only for worlds without human beings, we can hunt for worlds with other characteristics.  Suppose we find a world with a bundle of flint-tipped spears?  It implies a technology suitable for flint-tipped spears.  If you pop in for a visit with the primitives, the problem of surviving first contact is minimized. 
 
    Minimized.  Not eliminated.  General Custer could explain. 
 
    We can expand this by adding more criteria.  Say, the gate only connects if it finds people wearing skins and people carrying spears.  This implies a primitive culture, one without significant metalworking technologies. 
 
    Even so, it’s not perfect.  It could still connect to a world with ten thousand tribes of Neanderthals who are willing to band together against the strange invaders.  If we find some sort of extended clan groupings with an us-or-them mentality, it might not end well.  But a gate can’t do all the work.  It can only narrow the search.  The rest is solved by scouting the place! 
 
    On the other hand, I didn’t want them accidentally landing on an Earth world.  Given the existing possible paradoxes, I didn’t know what sort of trouble this might cause for them.  Fortunately, there are some pretty obvious things I can do to prevent it.  Whenever the gate gets a hit, it does a second search, but not for anything physical.  I know the basic… I don’t like calling it a “quantum signature,” but I don’t have a better name for it…the basic signature of the Earth timelines.  If the lock-on has a matching signature, it goes off and searches again.  This doesn’t prevent it from locking on to an Earth, but it does make it auto-reject those connections. 
 
    There might be an Earth timeline so far out, so wildly different from the ones I’m familiar with, its signature is sufficiently different.  If so, fine.  But part of the search parameters include a high magical environment, so I’m not overly worried.  It’s not perfect, but it’s the best I can do in the time available. 
 
    While I worked on the gates, Dantos and Seldar made arrangements for me to eat things.  They didn’t ask, merely sent trussed-up human snacks over with a short note on their crimes.  I wasn’t so concerned with the actual crimes as much as I was concerned about the stains in their souls.  The local justice system is pretty good about spotting the dirty ones. 
 
    They might have problems if the local gods don’t go with them to wherever they wind up.  Still, that’s trouble for later, not right now.  I have more immediate things to panic about. 
 
    The advancing edge of chaos rolled steadily in from the southeast, like a stormfront.  People streamed in along the canals, racing it to the perceived safety of the city.  During a break to check on things, I noticed a small but consistent trickle of orku and galgar from the west, out of the Eastrange.  Vathula.  The mountain range.  They were permitted entry, too.  I wonder who decided that.  It could have been ordered by any of several people—Lissette, Nothar, Dantos, Rendal, Beltar… even one of the Big Three, although they would be more likely to carry out an order of that sort than to give it. 
 
    Interesting.  Kind of gratifying, too, in a way.  Still, in coming days—assuming coming days—would they be treated as second-class citizens?  Would they be brought along to a new world only to be ostracized, sent away to form their own communities?  It’s nice they’re accepted well enough to be welcomed, and even better they feel they can ask.  Or were they desperate enough to risk demanding?  Or did they come because of me?  I’m their… king?  They might have come on that basis. 
 
    I’m cautious about how it’s going to go. 
 
    Rethven isn’t known for what I think of as traditional racism.  Colors don’t seem to matter too much when the “other guys” are, quite literally, not human.  And I mean “not human” in the objective sense, rather than some pseudo-aristocratic quasi-intellectual claiming “Oh, they’re a lesser breed of men.”  I think it’s a unifying thing for humanity to have other species arguing about ownership of the world.  It makes me hope there are alien races in the Earthlike universes. 
 
    Here and now, though, if I were only slightly more cynical, I might suspect someone was letting the orku and galgar into the city so there would be a second-class citizenry to look down on.  Promoting an us-vs-them mentality might be good for morale.  But I’m not cynical enough to believe it.  No.  I don’t.  Really.  It would take a politician to come up with such an idea and implement it. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    While I was in my scrying room, getting an overview of how screwed the world was, a Knight of Shadow shoved the pivot-door open.  Since the Order was back in town, the dusks on bodyguard detail were out doing other things.  In through the door came a fiery comet, gleefully screaming “Provus!”  I knelt in time to intercept it, taking the hit.  I survived the impact without exploding and Tymara wrapped her arms around my neck, squeezing me.  It was highly uncomfortable.  She had her shoulder right in my throat.  I’m sure she didn’t mean to, but it was a decent stranglehold on people who need to breathe.  It kept me from talking immediately, so I couldn’t greet Tianna properly as she followed her missile into the room.  I stood up, bringing Tymara up with me, and shifted her to a hip, careful of my saber’s hilt. 
 
    “Hello to both of you,” I offered, finally.  “I don’t think you’ve ever come to visit me before.” 
 
    “We never know when you’re in,” Tianna pointed out, “and it’s a long walk.” 
 
    “Valid points,” I agreed.  “What brings you to my lair?” 
 
    Tianna glanced at the sand table and the dissolving world.  Tymara kissed my cheek. 
 
    “You, provus!  All my mommas wanna talk to you.” 
 
    “Really!  How delightful!” I enthused, feeling a sense of dread creep over me.  How did the saying go?  The symbol for “family” is the symbol for “drama,” drawn inside a little house? 
 
    “We sent messages, but everybody said you was busy.” 
 
    “Were busy,” I corrected.  “I was busy, yes.  I’m finishing up some things here so I can focus on fixing,” I gestured to the sand table, “that.” 
 
    Tymara and Tianna both considered the encroaching wall of dissolution.  Tymara turned her head to look at me. 
 
    “You go kick its ass.” 
 
    “Tymara!” Tianna snapped.  I chuckled. 
 
    “Where did you hear the phrase?” I inquired. 
 
    “One of the black knights.  He said you were gonna.” 
 
    “I see.  Well, it’s not polite to say such a thing.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” 
 
    “It isn’t.  The black knights are paragons of virtue when it comes to—excuse me—‘kicking ass,’ as they put it, but they are not all perfectly mannered in the less combative aspects.  So ask your mother if it’s something a lady would say.  All right?” 
 
    “I will.  Can I see the table?” 
 
    “What’s the Word of Power?” 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    I put her on a chair so she could stand on it and play with the table.  I left her to it while I sidled up to Tianna. 
 
    “What news?” 
 
    “The Mother is not pleased.” 
 
    I gasped and clutched at my chest over my heart with both hands, eyes wide, mouth open.  Tianna gave me the Disapproving Frown. 
 
    “I’m serious!” 
 
    “No doubt,” I agreed, relaxing again.  “I have to joke or I’ll scream.  What’s she unhappy about this time?” 
 
    “We’re here.” 
 
    “She expected the world to end sooner?” 
 
    “No!  We’re here, in what’s left of it.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.  This is the safest place on the plate.” 
 
    “Are you being deliberately dense?” 
 
    “Not deliberately.  I don’t understand what she’s upset about.  I’m doing the best I can to preserve a sizable chunk of Karvalen, with special attention to people I know personally.  –Except Bob,” I added.  “He can drift through the void, for all I care, and it seems to be his plan.” 
 
    “The issue, as I understand it, is your attention to everyone else,” she clarified.  “You can move among the material realms—of which there are many, or so I am told.” 
 
    “Yes.  What of it?” 
 
    “The Mother feels we should be removed from this world and conducted to another.” 
 
    “A less doomed one?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you will be,” I agreed.  “Soon.” 
 
    “How soon?” 
 
    “As soon as possible.  I just finished setting up a—nevermind.  It’s complicated.  T’yl will be in charge of searching through material realms and looking for a good place to establish a foothold for the people of Karvalen.  When he finds one, everyone will go there.  In the meantime, the city will float through the void like a ship on the ocean.” 
 
    “That’s not what the Mother had in mind.” 
 
    “Tymara?” I called.  She looked up, snatching her hands back from the edge of the sand table.  I checked what she was doing.  The viewpoint was over one of the city gates.  People were still streaming in. 
 
    “I only wanted to see,” she offered. 
 
    “That’s what it’s for,” I agreed.  “Go ahead and play with it.  It’s fine.  Your mom and I are going down the hall.  We’ll be right back.  All right?” 
 
    “Yes, provus!” 
 
    I offered Tianna my arm and escorted her out, ignoring her glances of burning inquisition.  Six bodyguards did a little dance where two stayed in the room with Tymara and the rest followed us. 
 
    Once we were in another room, door shut and guarded from the outside, I sat Tianna down, carefully put myself in another chair, steepled my fingers, and looked at her over my too-sharp fingernails. 
 
    “I want you to listen to me,” I began, softly.  “Listen carefully, because I have a limited amount of time and I am—there’s no other word for it—wasting it having this discussion.  I need your undivided attention.  Do I have it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I love all three of you:  Amber, you, and Tymara.  I will always look out for your welfare in whatever ways I am able.  I do not have, at present, a world to which I may send you where you will be safe and reasonably comfortable.  T’yl is—or will shortly be—searching for one.  In the meantime, I have gone to great lengths to provide this city with people who will establish an economic, social, and genetic basis for a colony of the Crown in a foreign land.  I have also worked diligently and sometimes desperately to see to it the city can survive the ending of the world.  This should make it possible for T’yl to find the new, safer world for you and everyone else. 
 
    “Shortly, I will depart the city.  My mission is too complicated to explain, but my intent is, as always, to increase your chances of survival, not to mention of peace and happiness.  This mission is likely to cause me considerable personal distress—physically, emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually.  I will do it unflinchingly because it has to be done. 
 
    “Unfortunately, my busybody ex-mother-in-law, your Lady of Flame, is jogging my elbow, back-seat driving, and generally interfering in matters she needs to keep her pyrotechnic nose out of.  I love you, Granddaughter, but I do not have time to listen to a busybody goddess with a personal axe to grind.  No, I don’t want to talk to her.  I just said I don’t have time for her.  The only person who I choose to make time for is you.  You can tell her, from me, to shut the hell up and stay out of my way until I want to talk to her.  Have I made myself clear?” 
 
    “I think you have, yes, sir.  You don’t want to talk to Her?” 
 
    “No.  If she looks out of your eyes, this interview is over.” 
 
    “I understand.  So does She.” 
 
    “Good.  Now relax.  I am not upset with you.  I am annoyed with her—and I still have much to do to ensure your survival, safety, and happiness.  Do you think you can convince her to shut up and stay shut up until I’m finished?” 
 
    “I will make it happen, provus.  I promise.” 
 
    I took a breath, let it out, and nodded. 
 
    “Thank you.  I’m sorry I had to take that tone.” 
 
    “It could have been worse,” Tianna admitted, smiling weakly.  “When we left the room, I was afraid you didn’t want to get into a shouting match with the Mother in front of Tymara.” 
 
    “I was worried it might come to that.  I’m glad it didn’t.” 
 
    “I’ll go get Tymara and we’ll head down to the Temple.  I’ll talk to my mother and we’ll both try to persuade the Mother to wait a bit.” 
 
    “Reassure her about my intentions, please.  No doubt she’s concerned about your safety, too.” 
 
    “No doubt.”  We both stood up and Tianna hugged me.  I squeezed her in return and patted her back.  “Provus?” 
 
    “Yes, little one?” 
 
    “You say you aren’t the Demon King, or the Lord of Shadow, or any of the things people say you are.” 
 
    “Pretty much, yeah.” 
 
    “What are you, then?” 
 
    “That’s a complicated question.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t.” 
 
    “True.  It’s a complicated answer.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.  But to give you a full answer would take longer than I have left.” 
 
    “You will come back?” 
 
    “As long as I survive, I will always come back.  This is my home.” 
 
    “I guess I want you to say you’ll survive,” she answered, finally. 
 
    “I won’t lie to you.  I plan to survive and to return.  As always, I could be wrong.” 
 
    She pulled back and looked up into my face. 
 
    “Be right.” 
 
      
 
    I stood in the ruins of the upper courtyard and watched the southeast quadrant of the city.  The advancing line of chaos was in clear view from up there.  The blue-sky simulation was still a wall, not a dome, but at least it obscured much of the view and kept people from panicking.  True, when the chaos washed over the city, everyone would see it, but they weren’t staring out at it and getting all worked up about it.  It would be up high enough it could be mistaken for strange clouds.  Hopefully. 
 
    The courtyard was something of a mess.  The mountain was still absorbing fallen rocks and closing up claw-gouges from the dragon’s visit.  The Kingsway was mostly intact, although the uppermost portion was missing.  When the dragon clawed its way down the mountainside, a wingtip brushed it and sent the top few dozen yards crashing down. 
 
    I stood on the inner step and placed both hands atop an intact section of courtyard wall.  I heard footsteps and Beltar approached, joining me at my section of wall. 
 
    “Come to watch the end of the world?” I asked, trying to sound cheerful. 
 
    “Perhaps.  You have labored long and mightily to hold it at bay.” 
 
    “Harder than I’ve worked in a long time,” I agreed.  “What’ve you got there?” 
 
    Beltar presented me with a box.  I opened it and found an almost spherical construct of crystal and metal, about the size of my fist.  The primary crystal in the center was clear, finely cut, and bright enough to shine even in the light of the artificial firmament.  Other, smaller crystals were in there, but harder to make out due to the twisting of wire within.  Some of the metal looked like orichalcum, but I’m not sure anyone in Rethven knows how to make it.  The rest of the wire was a silvery metal with a slight bluish tinge.  Osmium, probably.  The wire of the structure was strangely bent and angled, interweaving and spiraling, braiding and curling to trick the eyes into believing the volume inside the sphere was greater than the outer surface enclosed. 
 
    Then again, maybe it wasn’t trickery. 
 
    I accepted it and inspected it.  There was power in it and quite a lot of it.  It felt… familiar. 
 
    “I was instructed,” Beltar told me, “to fetch it and to give it to you.” 
 
    “Instructed?” I repeated.  “Who told you to—oh.  Nevermind.” 
 
    It was you, wasn’t it? I asked, silently.  My altar ego answered, sounding smug. 
 
    It was.  I was pretty sure it would work, but I wasn’t certain.  There are aspects I’m still not sure about.  It seems to work, so I’m happy with it.  I didn’t intend to test it like this, though. 
 
    Fantastic.  What the hell is it? 
 
    It’s me.  Well, some of me.  I know the plan.  Secure the city of Vios and everyone in it.  It may be wasted effort, but it’s an insurance policy against failure.  I approve.  But you’re about to try and pursue the Orb.  Bringing this—the main crystal pulsed with a polychrome flare, like a rainbow’s sneeze—means I get to come with you. 
 
    Is this a quantum computer core? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I thought the scintillation looked familiar.  And you’re in it? 
 
    Not exactly.  The crystal holds my imprint—a more detailed and functional imprint than the one we used for the faith-generators.  An executable copy, if you like, instead of an archived one.  The rest of the sigil is both containment and an antenna for it keeping it updated.  When it gets out of my range, it will run on its own, cut off from me. 
 
    I get to carry a god in my pocket? 
 
    A teeny-tiny one, but yes.  And wipe that smirk off your face. 
 
    No.  Looking smug is not something I get to do too often.  Phenomenal cosmic power… and itty-bitty living space!  Whee! 
 
    I now regret even having the idea, he grouched. 
 
    I don’t.  How did you make this? 
 
    I have a Diogephone, sort of, or Diogenes has a deiphone.  Remember how you set things up so I could talk to Diogenes? 
 
    I recall. 
 
    We’ve been working on communicating and this is one result.  I had him construct it to my specifications and send it through an elf-box for me.  It’s been in the Temple of Shadow for a while, undergoing testing.  I’ve been making sure it’s tuned and functional.  Originally, my idea was to use it as a probe for establishing myself in new worlds. 
 
    A holy match to set religious fire to a planet? 
 
    You do have a talent for putting things in the worst possible way, he grumped. 
 
    Said the semihemidemigod. 
 
    You’re not funny. 
 
    Noted. 
 
    “Thank you, Beltar.  You have done very well, indeed.”  I closed the box and found it had latches to keep it closed as well as straps to hang it from my belt. 
 
    “It is our pleasure to serve, my lord.  Will you be departing now?” 
 
    “Not immediately.  I want to watch as the chaos engulfs the city.  Soon after, though.” 
 
    Beltar nodded and looked out over the wall with me as the expanding border of chaos swept toward us. 
 
    If I was completely wrong about my defensive workings, the speed of the chaos was still slow enough I could run to the nearer gate room and force a connection to Tamaril.  I would have even more incentive to find a way to change the past if the city of Vios disintegrated.  Sprinting for the exit was my backup plan if everything else failed.  If everything went perfectly, I was still going to Tamaril, but at least everyone would be safe while I did it. 
 
    The storm front of writhing color and motion met the magical Firmament.  At first, it was hard to tell.  The two didn’t interact in any dramatic way.  There were no sudden flares of light or lightning, no screeching wails like sound equipment feedback.  It was hardly noticeable.  Where the chaos met the shield, a faint orange glow started.  It brightened slightly.  In moments, the glow of the Firmament expanded.  The chaos involved more and more of the sphere of force, spreading the orange halo along the surface.  The glow climbed higher, above the blue-tinged wall, and worked its way over and around, slowly engulfing the city. 
 
    I heard a little screaming from below.  I had to remind myself it was not my problem.  City guardsmen were out in force, focused on keeping people from turning into a mob.  They were backed, as I suspected, by large men in black armor.  Civil order was in the hands of people better suited to keep it.  I can’t be everywhere and do everything.  I have to let other people do their jobs. 
 
    I wish I didn’t have to hear it, though. 
 
    The orange light grew no brighter, but it did grow wider.  In time, it covered over the whole of the city of Vios, washing over the entire artificial Firmament. 
 
    Did we jolt, just a hair, when it finished?  Did we break off from the remains of the world and float?  Maybe.  I’m not sure.  Regardless, we were adrift in the void, now, and the city wasn’t disintegrating.  The power flowed smoothly into the Firmament, protecting us behind the shield.  The simulated sky-spell continued to build.  All the quasi-mechanical life-support spells were doing what I told them to do.  The only things going crazy were some of the people.  Those are always the difficult part of any project. 
 
    I’m pretty sure I could do a wonderful impression of a hermit.  Sadly, I need humans for their occasional nutritional value.  Alas. 
 
    All right.  If nothing major changed while I wasn’t looking, the advance of chaos wouldn’t reach Tamaril for a little while, yet.  This gave me plenty of time to gather my scattered wits, some nerve, and my things.  Beltar walked with me, saying nothing.  Bronze met me in the lower gate room.  Firebrand on my right hip, saber on my left, cloak around my shoulders, ballistic underwear, Amulet of Many Spells, both rings, damaged armor… Yeah, I wore my armor.  It was still pulling itself together, but it looked much better and wasn’t leaving filthy streaks on anything it touched.  I might need it on this trip. 
 
    I locked my helmet in place, tugged my gauntlets tight, and got to work on some spells for me.  Until now, all my efforts were geared toward preserving the city of Vios and everyone in it, sort of as a backup plan to my current plans to fix everything.  Or prevent the need for fixing.  Or—no, temporal tenses confuse me.  Forget it. 
 
    Now I had some time to suck up energy from the mountain, both magical power and vital force, for building spells.  I would need a duplicate of the Gate-accessory my demonic version used on the Great Arch of Zirafel.  I had to build it in advance, however, since there was no way I could draw the spell diagram in blood.  I would also need to charge it in advance, since I wasn’t bringing sacrificial victims along.  With the mountain contributing energy—and lots of it, since it was now a mountain-sized pet rock instead of a small continent—assembling the spell went smoothly.  What else might I need?  I couldn’t think of anything. 
 
    I faced my enchanted arch.  Beltar, apparently not wanting to watch, backed away. 
 
    “I shall await your return in the temple,” he offered. 
 
    “Oh, no you won’t,” I contradicted.  “If everyone else goes, you go, too.  You can be the last man out, if you like, but do not stay to watch over things until I return.  That’s an order.  Got it?” 
 
    “As you command, my lord,” he bowed and backed out of the chamber.  I focused on how to target the Great Arch of Tamaril. 
 
    Along about here, I worried.  I’ve never actually been to Tamaril.  I don’t think I’ve even seen their Arch.  Floating in the void, surrounded by an artificial Firmament, I expected to have to seek the Great Arch of Tamaril for minutes, possibly hours.  To fight through the static and seething chaos, to struggle with picturing the Arch, to drive my own gateway to greater and greater efforts, drawing heavily on the matter-conversion reactors in the heart of the mountain to force the spell to cross the barriers between one gate and the other, stretching to infinity and beyond! 
 
    Nope.  It connected immediately.  My big escape from the free-floating city in the void, and it’s an anticlimax.  Bronze and I simply walked through and closed it behind us.  Sometimes gate travel is too simple.  I think that’s what makes it hard to accept the first dozen times you do it. 
 
    Tamaril was in much better shape than Zirafel. 
 
    Zirafel was afflicted by a curse a thousand or three years ago.  I presume—based on what I know of the gods—Sparky either built an avatar or channeled a massive working through a whole family of fire-witches.  The curse sealed off Zirafel, containing within it the citizenry who followed Queen Flarima’s edict to permit religious freedom.  Since then, Sparky’s attitude seems to have mellowed, but maybe she’s only being more agreeable because being a bitch hasn’t worked so well. 
 
    Still, at the time, Zirafel was locked away, isolated.  I don’t know if everyone inside died immediately or if they were allowed to slowly starve to death.  I see practical reasons why everyone inside should be killed instantly by the curse, but I don’t have the same perspective as Sparky.  Their ghosts, on the other hand, were condemned to remain within the cursed city for eternity—at least, until I showed up and they took the nightlord express to the afterlife. 
 
    Tamaril, by contrast, sat quietly on the eastern Edge of the World and wondered why their insta-travel arch wasn’t working anymore.  The Plaza of the Arch used to be a place of high traffic, kind of like a tunnel under a river, connecting one half a city to the other half.  No doubt they had other ways to find out why they shouldn’t stick their noses into Zirafel. 
 
    I’m a little puzzled why the doorway in the Hand compound could access the Zirafel arch.  Was the arch only temporarily disabled by the curse?  Or was it only cut off from its twin, specifically?  Or did it work perfectly well and everyone in Zirafel was already dead and ghostly?  The last one might be more likely, since it was also known as the City of Bones.  Who in Tamaril would want to use their arch if it led to a city haunted by hundreds of thousands of ghosts? 
 
    Whatever Sparky intended, this dealt the Empire a serious blow.  If you have—effectively—half your capitol city turned into a haunted ruin by a divine curse, it’s something of a hit to your morale as a nation.  While the Empire slowly crumbled over the next few decades or centuries, Tamaril followed suit.  The city didn’t collapse, but it did lose a lot of power and prestige, and therefore money, and therefore people. 
 
    When we stepped through, the Tamaril version of the Plaza of the Arch was still a big, sprawling place, but traffic was a nightmare.  Wooden stalls were parked any which way, thick as fleas on a dingo.  People in them hawked wares at high volume and steep discounts.  Others roamed through the pathways between, carrying goods for sale and accosting anyone foolish enough to make eye contact.  It was a bedlam of stalls and roving peddlers, loud and busy. 
 
    Beyond the Plaza, buildings still towered over the streets, but many of the columns struck me as less ancient and more copied.  Several arches were more artful than architectural.  My quick look was hardly a full evaluation, but my impression was of a culture copying the ancients without fully understanding why the ancients did it their way.  Sure, the arches were still load-bearing, but they weren’t as strong as the originals.  The pillars and columns were still there, but they were constructed of individual stones and mortared together, not cut to form interlocking pieces or quarried whole. 
 
    I had only a moment to consider all this, taking it all in at a glance, as it were.  The oddest thing, to my mind, was the thriving, bustling, busy nature of the commerce going on around me.  If someone got on the Emergency Broadcast Network and announced the launch of enemy ICBMs toward the country, would the stock market floor still have people buying and selling?  If Rome was burning to the ground, would the fishmarket still haggle over the price of tuna? 
 
    Could these people not know the world was ending?  I didn’t see how it could be possible.  I mean, I could see the sky-high wall of the expanding chaos. 
 
    Hmm.  Okay, the sun isn’t coming up, so it’s dark as night out there.  There are lamps and lanterns and magical glows all over the market, so there’s a lot of light pollution.  Maybe they can’t see it as anything more than an oddly-colored storm, if they can see it at all. 
 
    But the sun!  The sun hasn’t come up in a couple of… days?  It hasn’t come up in a long while, I mean.  It’s so overdue, it isn’t late, it’s AWOL.  Surely, in the City of Dawn, someone has consulted with a priest?  There have to be churches.  The gods—any of the gods—when asked can tell the people what’s… 
 
    Hold on a minute.  Maybe the gods don’t care enough.  Why waste the figurative breath?  All these people are going to die.  Why bother to tell them anything? 
 
    All right, all right.  Assume the gods are keeping quiet and the people can’t actually see what’s coming.  I keep coming back to it—the sun.  It’s not coming up.  Why aren’t they panicking?  Is it denial?  Propaganda from the political powers?  Or has it just been dark long enough for them to finish panicking and go back to work?  I mean, how long does the riot last?  An hour?  Ten?  The weekend?  Sooner or later, you have to get tired of rioting and go home. 
 
    Social mysteries are not my forté.  If they wanted to buy, sell, and trade right up until the heat death of the universe, it wasn’t my affair. 
 
    Bronze and I did make a bit of an impression when we stepped through.  There was a small area around the Arch, cordoned off by six stone posts supporting a bronze chain.  We had to step over it when we came through.  Nobody had a market stall in the way, so we were lucky there.  People screamed and scrambled away from us, clearing a space, which I thought was helpful.  We turned to face the Arch and Bronze bit through the chain to get it out of my way.  It ran around the Arch through rings set on the posts.  She spaghetti-slurped the whole clanking length of it right out of its rings while I worked on my spells. 
 
    Setting up the bolt-on accessory to the Great Arch of Zirafel—excuse me, Tamaril.  I’m used to the other one—to the Great Arch of Tamaril was pretty simple.  I had most of it already constructed and ready to go.  My version, not being drawn on the ground, took up almost no space.  One fist-sized crystal went on each side, at the base points of the Arch, with a rudimentary orichalcum cable strung between.  Once placed, there were some invisible things to do—energies to be injected, the spell equivalent of jumper cables to connect, and some finicky bits in finding exactly where in the Arch’s power structure to connect them—but it was relatively straightforward. 
 
    Okay, I say that.  Mary once pointed out I’m an expert—the expert—on gate spells.  It was straightforward to me, but I think I could have explained how to do it to anyone with the capacity to cast the gate spell. 
 
    As for the bolt-on, I’m glad I didn’t have to do the research and development.  I don’t know how many minor gates my spherical nemesis blew up, blew out, or otherwise blew away, but I’m guessing it was several.  No doubt he would be highly irate to discover I stole most of his research.  This is one reason I assume anything I do—unless kept a deep, dark secret—is going to be copied and countered by everyone.  If it works well, everyone will want one of their own. 
 
    The Arrows of Nuclear Devastation +5 (five million, that is—save for half!) are no exception.  If there are no survivors, there’s no one to report, and they stay a secret.  Not exactly my favorite way to keep one, but it’s usually effective. 
 
    Bronze snorted behind me as I finished the connections.  The crowd initially surged back from us, as is quite reasonable when the gate to the haunted City of Bones opens unexpectedly and things come through it.  When we didn’t immediately begin killing anyone, people moved toward us again, trying to get a look at what was going on.  Bronze snorted flames to discourage interruptions and enforced our personal space with a minimum of bloodshed.  Thumping someone with her nose or shoulder usually got the point across.  Whacking someone with her mane or tail stings like hell even if the doesn’t draw blood.  Once, she reared and blew a cloud of fire into the sky.  Rather than trample anyone into paste, she kept turning, semi-threatening the leading edge of the crowd, and kept me undisturbed while I worked. 
 
    Now, though, she warned me of the approach of armed and armored men.  They cuffed and swore and shoved people aside, demanding passage, but the depth and density of the crowd kept them from making any speed.  In her estimate, the first one would be annoying me in about a minute. 
 
    I acknowledged her warning and kept working.  I was pretty sure we could be gone before we had to deal with the local cops. 
 
    With the last of the spell connected, I activated the first crystal.  It began to glow. 
 
    “You there!  Halt!  Explain yourself!” 
 
    Bronze expressed regret.  One of them was quicker than she thought. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” I told the panting guardsman.  I ignored the short spear he pointed at me.  Bronze moved next to me, in front of the Arch. 
 
    “Identify yourself!” 
 
    “I’m the guy who is leaving,” I reiterated.  “I can either go away, in which case you’ve successfully thrown me out of your city, or I can stay, we can have problems, bloodshed, and death.  Then, if there are any survivors, they have the problem of paperwork, corpses, and explanations.  What’ll it be?  Start a fight or banish me from the city?” 
 
    Two more guardsmen broke through the crowd and joined their fellow.  Two more were about to. 
 
    “Well?” I insisted. 
 
    “Stand where you are!” he ordered, choosing to offer blood and paperwork to the gods of bureaucracy. 
 
    Bronze blew fire at him and his friends.  It wasn’t her best effort.  It was a cloud of flame, not a blast.  Hair singed, cloth scorched, someone was missing an eyebrow.  All things considered, it was more her way of forcefully telling them to go away than an attempt at harm. 
 
    Meanwhile, I sprang to the other leg of the Arch and activated the second crystal.  The spell started, fired up the Arch, and the whole setup chimed like a struck bell, deep-throated and reverberating.  I probably yelled, but I definitely regretted my helmet.  I tried to clap hands over my ears, but between helmet and gauntlets, there wasn’t much I could do.  A moment later, I realized I was on my knees, along with half the crowd.  The other half was lying down and either writhing in pain, clutching at their heads, or unconscious. 
 
    Oops.  Well, how was I to know there would be a sonic manifestation?  I only showed up at the end.  I wasn’t there for the whole process. 
 
    On the upside, my ears regenerate.  I stood up and watched as the tunnel in the Arch, already formed, continued to reach out.  The would-be corridor extended away from us, lengthening into the infinite distance. 
 
    I put one hand on my visor, ready to slap down both the transparent faceshield and the opaque blast shield.  The last time I saw this, there was light at the end of the tunnel. 
 
    Which, of course, is why I wore the armor.  My knights have no need for a light-proof face covering.  They always need to see what’s going on around them.  I—or Diogenes—anticipated the need for a light-proof suit.  Yes, the incident with blasting my face off did inspire me, as well as some other things.  In this case, I wore my armor even though it was weakened, less as a defense against weapons and more against sunlight.  I had no way of knowing if the destination would be in daylight or not, and I couldn’t wait until dawn here because it wasn’t coming. 
 
    The tunnel flickered for a moment, rippling down its length, the same instant a distant pinprick of light appeared.  It hurt my eyes to look at it, so I knew what to expect.  The Arch started to eat itself, the structure of it weaving and rolling and writhing into itself as it thinned, so I slapped down my face protection, grabbed a stirrup, and let Bronze be my seeing-eye horse. 
 
    We stepped through the Arch together.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tamaril, Day One 
 
      
 
    There’s something about traveling in time that bothers me. 
 
    Don’t misunderstand.  I get the whole branching timelines thing.  Traveling from one alternate Earth to another alternate Earth—albeit slipped forward or back along the chronological track—isn’t too disturbing.  Events in any given Earth are the events of a unique, singular Earth.  What was, was.  The past is fixed and unchanging.  True, I might not know what exactly happened, but those events all taken together add up to the particular world I occupy. 
 
    The idea of interfering with the past—as opposed to creating a new universe, I mean.  There’s a difference between causing a new universe to exist and screwing up an existing one.  This sort of thing causes me no end of worry and grief.  If I change something in, say, the Roman Empire, does that prevent the fall of Rome?  Delay it?  Or hasten it?  Do the Dark Ages last longer?  Or are they over more quickly?  Does Galileo do his experiments, does someone beat him to it by a generation, or do they hang him?  Whatever happened before, I’ve changed it.  This is distinct and separate from creating a what-if where things go wrong.  At least in a branching timeline, the original is still there. 
 
    I’ve had energy-state beings berate me for being a creature of chaos.  In this, at least, I agree with them.  The potential for drastic and unpredictable change is frightening.  Terrifying.  I’d go so far as to say horrifying. 
 
    Let’s not even get into the questions about free will and predestination.  I mean, if I can go back and watch myself do everything I did, do I have free will?  I know what’s going to happen—it’s destiny!  On the other hand, if, as I fear, I’m going back in time to make myself do what I need to do to do what I’m going to do, is it free will for me and destiny for my earlier self?  And then there’s the whole paradox thing… 
 
    I need a nice, soundproof chamber to scream in for a while. 
 
    Speaking of screaming, I did a lot of it on the way down the tunnel. 
 
    If you have a choice between a temperamental time machine with a knackered guidance system and a madman from another planet piloting it, or a kludged-together, self-destructing, hotwired magical wormhole gateway… take the time machine!  You may have to make several stops along the way, but you’ll have a lot more fun. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was the tumbling.  As far as I could tell, we were weightless and spinning in every direction.  There’s this three-axis thing pilots get into, training their spatial sense so they don’t lose orientation in a dogfight.  It spins them around in every direction at once.  It’s like a stationary roller-coaster.  Until now, I’ve always wanted to try one.  I no longer feel the need. 
 
    What I did feel was disoriented and nauseous.  Less a Bond martini and more a vampire smoothie—more violently stirred than simply shaken.  I’m not sure why an undead monster would feel nauseous, but I also felt the prickling, stinging sensation of sunrise.  Maybe, as we drew closer to the light at the end of the tunnel, I was undergoing my morning transformation.  It seemed reasonable.  As the light intensified, it might provoke a reaction like a sunrise. 
 
    Unfortunately, this made me sweat the usual transformation byproducts, as well.  This did not help my nausea, but it did take my mind off the usual tickling, tingling, prickling of sunrise. 
 
    I clenched my teeth and eyes and concentrated on holding on to Bronze’s built-in stirrup.  She wasn’t happy about our transportation arrangements, either.  There was nothing for her to plant hooves on, only the spinning formlessness.  She doesn’t like not being on the ground.  That’s why she stuck to Diogenes’ garage of ground vehicles and only grudgingly tried the occasional aircraft. 
 
    On the plus side, she kept me informed about the light growing brighter and bigger, presumably closer. 
 
    How long did we tumble down the rabbit-hole?  I don’t know.  My first guess is ten thousand, six hundred, and ninety-two years.  Upon reflection, I suppose I might be overestimating it—but I’m not sure. 
 
    Oh, damn.  How old is the world?  At least, how old is the Great Arch of Tamaril?  Maybe we did go tumbling through ten thousand years or so, only the wrong way and faster. 
 
    What I meant was we tumbled down the tunnel for what felt like a long time.  But, like all good things, even some seriously screwed-up and awful things come to an end.  We emerged from the Great Arch of Tamaril at no great speed, but we came out in something other than an upright position.  Bronze managed to avoid rolling over me—a priority, since it was daylight out—and I did my best to simply flop to the ground.  I succeeded admirably.  The Arch chimed as we emerged, an ear-splitting sound on par with being inside a cathedral bell and using your head for the clapper.  A moment later, I had my visor open and was able to vomit comfortably somewhere other than inside my helmet.  Relatively comfortably, anyway.  By comparison, at least. 
 
    The ground settled quickly while the ringing in my ears slowly faded.  Bronze was already upright and looking around, knowing I was in no shape to handle anything more ferocious than an angry earthworm.  She and Firebrand kept me apprised, so when I finally pulled myself together and stood, I was at least marginally prepared for what I saw. 
 
    Tamaril was nonexistent.  There were no buildings, no roads, no signs of civilization or construction, only ankle-high grass, a bit of table-land, some low hills, and, in the distance, the Edge.  The only thing present—besides the Great Arch—was a woman. 
 
    And here I was, stinking like an outhouse and spitting bile.  It was not the way to make a good first impression. 
 
    My first impression of her was not overwhelmingly positive, either. 
 
    She was tall, bordering on giant.  She stood around nine or ten feet in height.  Her eyes were pools of crimson fluid, like blood, but it filled her eyesockets without dripping down.  Her hair was the same color, possibly the same substance, rippling as though she were in an underwater current and ignoring minor things like gravity or wind.  Her skin was white, chalk-white, milk-white, even to her lips and fingernails.  Her hands were long and thin, appearing quite delicate.  Each finger had an extra joint, even the thumb, making her hands even longer.  She was shaped much like a woman.  I could tell because the toga-like robe she wore pressed against her, as though the invisible current moving her hair affected her robe, as well.  It was mostly red with a touch of white and no trace of pink.  It was like a bloodstained sheet, but the red kept creeping around, changing shape—or maybe it was the white that kept moving, like a Rorschach inkblot for driving people crazy.  I couldn’t see her ears under the rippling hair, but her throat looked strange, as well—almost cylindrical, without the usual muscles.  She was almost a mannequin in many ways, but realistic enough to be horribly alien.   
 
    I felt her crimson gaze fix on me and I didn’t like it one bit.  There was power there, moving below the surface of those blood-filled pools.  It was a power both strange and strangely familiar, though I couldn’t place it.  Whatever it was, it was vast and ancient and had nothing at all to do with anything human. 
 
    I’m a mortal man with chaos in my blood.  She was a Thing born of chaos. 
 
    She asked me who I was.  I didn’t hear her voice.  She never opened her mouth, never moved her lips.  I felt her question, nonetheless.  Despite the way I’ve interwoven protection into my brain to prevent this sort of thing, it was as though the knowledge of what she wanted dropped straight into my awareness without any need for anything as crass as words.  It made my skin crawl and various other parts of my anatomy prepare for a battle to the death.  Damned glandular reactions! 
 
    “I am called by many names,” I admitted, trying to hide my desire to run.  “You may call me ‘Halar.’  May I ask who you are?” 
 
    I didn’t hear her ask Bronze, Firebrand, my altar ego’s sigil, or my cloak, but I felt them answer her, as well.  Neat trick, that.  I wondered if she asked my shadow, but I didn’t bother her for clarification. 
 
    As suddenly as a plunge into cold water, I knew her name was Maddarrah, the Bloody-Eyed One, the White Lady of the Heru. 
 
    She wanted to know why we came through her Gate. 
 
    I was busy being amazed at encountering what might actually be considered a god, or I would have been more surprised.  I thought the magicians of Zirafel and Tamaril built the things.  Then again, it was a long time ago—or would be a long time from now—and the facts can be distorted by the centuries.  The good news, as far as I was concerned, was she obviously felt somewhat proprietary about her Gates.  It gave me an idea for the proper spin on the truth. 
 
    “There’s a being who is misusing your Gates,” I told her.  “I saw it go through the other one, so I came after it to stop it.” 
 
    She found this information troublesome, but, since she approved of my goal, she permitted me to continue.  I had the distinct impression she was willing to waste no more time on me.  I was of no greater significance to her than a squirrel on the Ardents’ farm would be to me.  The squirrel lands on the roof and scampers across.  I go outside to see what the noise was and see the squirrel.  I dismiss it from my thoughts and return to what I was doing.  She dismissed me from her thoughts and her attention moved to the Arch again. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if a verbal expression of thanks was in order, so I simply tried to feel thankful at her—copying, monkey-fashion, her mode of communication.  I wasn’t sure it would work, but once I felt it, it seemed worth trying.  She didn’t acknowledge, so I don’t know if I succeeded. 
 
    She instructed the Arch to form the connection, a permanent one, the task I interrupted with my arrival.  It chimed, connected, snapped close, and we bowed at her before stepping through.  She might have noticed, but gave no sign.  She walk-float-glided around the Arch and presumably went about her business while we went about ours. 
 
    A withered old man sat in the grass, holding the Orb in his lap, and I heard laughter coming from both the Orb and the man’s throat.  I wanted to make a snarky comment.  Maybe something like, “You know, indulging in triumphant maniacal laughter distracts you from potentially important developments.”  It was a severe temptation, but I resisted it. 
 
    Instead, I stepped forward, drawing Firebrand.  The Orb had already sensed me and the old man—presumably possessed or controlled—stopped laughing and started to turn.  His head made about thirty degrees of rotation.  Firebrand hit him in the neck like a white lightsaber at slightly below the speed of sound.  His head, white hair now aflame, rolled to my left.  As the body went limp, it released the Orb.  It rolled a couple of yards forward in the grass.  I sheathed Firebrand again and moved to stand over the Orb.  Looking down at it, I saw it seething with all the colors of darkness and every shade of black.  I felt its hatred, its rage.  All those careful plans, all those years in hiding, all those secret machinations and preparations, and all gone to hell in the proverbial handbasket.  I could almost sympathize.  Almost.  My sympathy for Evil Orbs got shot off in some war or other. 
 
    It seethed, but made no attempt to communicate.  It sat there, a ball of evil and darkness, hating me.  I have to admit it was mutual. 
 
    “You,” I told it, “have been a constant source of worry and dread in the back of my mind for more years than I like to contemplate.  Got anything you want as last words?” 
 
    It continued to hate at me.  I felt it and was forcibly reminded of Aragorn challenging Sauron through a Palantír.  The Demon King would make a decent Dark Lord if he ever got out of Tort’s containment sphere.  He would even be bodiless until he could find someone capable of containing his malevolence.  Lots of similarities there, but not quite right. 
 
    I looked around, taking in the view.  The sky was cloudless and bright as the eye of a cat.  The terrain, pre-Zirafel, was mostly flat, with some slight irregularities.  Grass came up to my knees.  Someday, this would be the Plaza of the Arch.  Since it faced this way, the Way of Kings would run that way, the Street of Summer would run perpendicular to it, and the Theater of the Sun would be over there, up against the Edge of the World. 
 
    Sadly, there was nothing at hand for carrying Orbs of Evil.  I did such a good job of planning and preparing everything else, but I forgot to bring a Bag of Orb Containment, or even a sack.  Well, you can’t think of everything, I guess. 
 
    I tried using my cloak as a bag.  I laid it down on the ground and prepared to kick the Orb onto it.  My cloak had other ideas.  It flipped up, as though caught by a wind, and fluttered aside.  I tried again, just to be sure.  It definitely wasn’t the mild breeze.  It was daytime, yet my cloak strongly exerted itself to avoid being used as a bag. 
 
    I held it up by the black clasp and looked at it.  It hung there apologetically.  Don’t ask me how it managed to hang apologetically.  Just go with it, okay?  It’s not the weirdest thing it’s ever done, not by a long shot. 
 
    “Okay, no bagging the Orb.  Got it.” 
 
    I put my cloak on again and it seemed much happier. 
 
    “Hey.  Altar Ego.  Did you make it through?” 
 
    Yes.  It had a definite sense of direction.  The psychic voice came from the box at my belt. 
 
    “Any ideas on how to carry this thing?” 
 
    Kick it like a soccer ball? 
 
    “For a while, maybe, but eventually I want to pick it up and put it somewhere.  Will gauntlets be good enough for handling it?” 
 
    I don’t know.  I’d look, but I’m a micro-god, not even a demigod at the moment. 
 
    “Fair point.  I’m kind of at a loss for what—” 
 
    Boss! Firebrand exclaimed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Incoming! 
 
    I turned.  The Great Arch was high and wide, suitable for traffic to and from the two cities, so there was plenty of room for the white-skinned, crimson-eyed, woman-thing.  Whatever she did on the other side, she was done and coming through the gate.  Her movement was as alien as the rest of her.  She glided forward, as though levitating beneath her billowing robe.  I felt a terrible chill down my spine, envisioning her as a mass of writhing tentacles from the waist down, all twisting and slithering to give the illusion of a smooth stride.  I can’t say it was true, but I can’t prove it wasn’t, either.  I, for one, was not prepared to try sneaking a look up her dress.  All I know is the robe rippled far too much from the waist down. 
 
    I think I’m right in saying I’ve seen some seriously mind-boggling shit, but looking at her move made me want to be elsewhere.  Anywhere.  Away. 
 
    What’s-her-name, Maddarrah, took no real notice of us, but turned and regarded the Arch.  I have no idea what she was thinking and I’m not sure I’m capable of comprehending her thinking, even with telepathy.  She walked around it, her head moving, presumably, to direct her vision toward every inch of the Arch.  There was power in the gaze.  It wasn’t directed at me and I still felt it.  My guess is she was doing something to the Arch, finalizing it somehow, or repairing whatever damage the Orb’s time-looping spell did. 
 
    I kicked the Ball of Badness off to the side and strolled after it.  Bronze would have kicked it for me, but I was afraid to make too much noise.  When the Heru-lady didn’t react, I kicked it again and we continued to move farther away.  The Orb did not appreciate this humiliation.  I didn’t care.  My goal was to get all of us as far away from the entity of primal chaos as possible without attracting its attention.  If she was content to ignore me as too insignificant for notice, I was willing to remain insignificant by quietly moving farther and farther away—without running. 
 
    A wise man once said, “Never run from anything immortal.  It attracts their attention.”  Usually, it applies to anyone trying to run from me.  I did not enjoy the reversal. 
 
    The Heru-lady minded her own business while I minded mine.  There are advantages to being regarded as inconsequential.  We all walked—or rolled—away, one kick at a time, for the better part of a mile.  I stopped when we were hidden from sight by a swell of ground and an outcropping of rock.  I figured we were well beyond where the Plaza of the Arch.  The Edge of the World wasn’t much farther.  I couldn’t see the Arch, but Bronze could rear up and see just a bit of the top.  Good enough. 
 
    We stopped by an upthrust lip of stone and I sat down on it.  I took off a gauntlet to wipe my forehead—I was sweating with the heat and the tension—and realized I still stank.  I worked several spells, cleaning myself up, speeding the repair of my armor, cooling myself off, and refreshing the repair spell on my belt and baldric.  The local magical environment was strangely depleted, less intense than I expected.  Was that from using a lot of it to manufacture an Arch?  Or was it from the youth of the world?  If the Firmament produced magical energy from the chaos, it might not have built up to what I think of as Rethven’s normal levels. 
 
    I’m not sticking around to study it, either. 
 
    Busy day? asked my altar ego. 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    And it ain’t over yet, he added.  What are we going to do with the Black Ball? 
 
    “I have no idea.  I had several ideas, but they involved being a few thousand years in the future.” 
 
    How so? 
 
    “Diogenes could build rockets and robots.  With a gate to go places, I had lots of choices.  For example, I could park the Orb on a comet—say, one in a really long-period orbit.  It would be billions of years before it thawed, and no one would look at it twice. 
 
    “We could find a nice stretch of intergalactic space, put the Orb in a suitable capsule, and launch it.  Over time, an appropriate drive system could pump it up to relativistic velocities, forcing it to effectively exist in a slow-time bubble—a year goes by for it while the age of the universe comes and goes. 
 
    “Or I could drop it in a star.  Pick one large enough and it would eventually become a black hole.  Or we could skip the star and go straight to an existing black hole, dropping off a rocket far enough away to avoid gravity-distorting effects on my gate wormhole.  The rocket would then fire itself on an intercept course to plunge the Orb into the black hole.  I figure nothing gets out of a sufficiently large black hole until the universe either crunches in for a Big Bang, or dissolves in total entropy.” 
 
    I’m not sure even these methods can destroy it…. 
 
    “I know!  What I don’t know is how to destroy it!  I can lock the Bad Ball in an enchanted box of containment and hide it, but I don’t know how to kill… whatever it is!” 
 
    Fair point.  At least all these methods get it out of our hair for an extended period. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    But Diogenes doesn’t exist, yet.  He won’t for… I don’t know how long. 
 
    “Me either.  So I’ve got some problems.” 
 
    Do you want to bury it in your basement—a physical basement, wherever you finally settle down—and stand guard over it? 
 
    “No!  The last time I did that, nutjob mages meddled in my business and stole the damned thing!  That’s how we got here!” 
 
    There’s more to it, but I take your point. 
 
    “No, you’re right.  There were a lot of other things involved, but this thing,” I kicked the Orb and bounced it off the rocky outcrop, “is what forced us to hotwire an Arch!” 
 
    The Orb, while hating me, managed to feel smug at the same time.  It enjoyed seeing me angry. 
 
    All right, what do we do with it?  Bury it?  Dump it in an empty universe? 
 
    “It’s too detectable.  Even with all the cloaking and shielding spells I know, it’ll worm its way through them eventually.  Burying it is out.  And if we dump it in an empty universe, according to M-theory, it’ll be the only consciousness occupying the brane.  As a mystical/spiritual entity, I’m not comfortable with the possible results.” 
 
    Reasonable.  We could open a gate to a black hole—relatively close, anyway, in astronomical terms—and you could simply throw the thing.  You’ve got one hell of a pitching arm at night, and the gravity well should do the rest. 
 
    “Maybe,” I allowed, rubbing my forehead with the back of one hand.  I glanced at my shadow.  It wasn’t falling in the correct direction.  If it had, it would cover the Black Ball.  I kicked the Orb again, moving it aside so my shadow could relax. 
 
    “I don’t suppose we could simply dump it into my cloak this evening?” 
 
    I don’t know, my altar ego replied, thoughtfully.  I set it up part of it as self-propagating plenum of negative space, or thought I did.  I’m not sure I did it right. 
 
    “I’m not going to ask what you mean by ‘negative space,’ mostly because I’m in no mood for the explanation.” 
 
    Good, because I’m not sure, myself.  Not anymore, anyway.  At the time, it seemed to me the membranes of M-theory should exist in a superposition— 
 
    “Later.” 
 
    Sorry. 
 
    “I notice, however, how my cloak is now wrapping around me rather tightly, as though trying to tell me something.” 
 
    Weird.  I didn’t expect it to be sapient.  I’m guessing it doesn’t want to be used for the Ball of Bad? 
 
    “Let me try something.”  I cleared my throat.  “How about we do not use my cloak to dispose of the Orb?” 
 
    It relaxed, slipping down to hang like a piece of cloth instead of hugging me tightly. 
 
    Fascinating.  And I’d say that’s pretty conclusive. 
 
    “No kidding.  All right, we’ll go with the nighttime pitching arm and a doorway toward a black hole.  I’m going to need to set up some stuff, though.”  I checked the time by the shadow of the rocks, since those shadows were well-behaved.  “I need a place to hide from sunset—we’ve got a couple of hours, tops, before it becomes a burning issue—and some sort of gate to enchant.  I don’t suppose you can do a quick recon?” 
 
    Give me a minute.  I need to project myself into the local energy planes and see if there’s anything to eat. 
 
    “Go ahead.”  I waited for several minutes while, as far as I could tell, nothing happened.  Eventually, I heard him again, still sounding as though his psychic voice emanated from the sigil. 
 
    Okay, I’ve done a basic look.  It takes effort, you know, and I’m low on energy.  From my quick glance at the overall world, there’s nothing even vaguely civilized.  I might have missed some villages or even a small town, but it looks as though you’re the only one here.  And the Heru, obviously, but I’d rather not poke my nose close enough to get it bloodied, if you don’t mind.  For all practical purposes, you’re in the wilderness. 
 
    “Oh, fine.  Now I need to add finding food to my list.” 
 
    Minor snacking shouldn’t be a problem.  There are plenty of animals, just no intelligent life. 
 
    Firebrand cleared a psychic throat. 
 
    No dragons? it asked. 
 
    Technically, yes, my altar ego replied.  They’re the chaos-born creatures created by the Heru. 
 
    Oh, wonderful. 
 
    At least they’re busy being mounts, rather than roaming around at will. 
 
    “Thank Heru for small favors.” 
 
    Not funny, they both informed me.  Bronze chuffed a hot chuckle. 
 
    “I thought it was.  Let’s look around for something I can use as a sunshade and something I can use as a door.” 
 
      
 
    We didn’t find anything truly suitable, but we did find things that would do.  One of the rocky hills near the western Edge had an almost-vertical face on the northeast side large enough to scratch different-sized door shapes into, and the hill itself provided shade from the sunset.  Combined with my armor, riding out the sunset was inconvenient, but not actually dangerous—much like wearing a spacesuit on the Moon is inconvenient, but not actually dangerous.  Spring a leak, though… have to defend yourself… suffer any number of minor accidents… 
 
    Of course, the transformation is no less disgusting in a spacesuit.  It’s worse in many ways.  Sweating in a coffin doesn’t keep the gunk on me.  In the armor, there’s nowhere for it to go.  I get to wear it.  At least I stop breathing about halfway through the process. 
 
    With the stinging, semi-sickening feeling of sunset over with, I opened my visors and immediately saw the moon.  It had barely risen and I froze for a moment.  Not because it had risen, but because a second one was rising right behind it. 
 
    I stared for a bit, watching the moonrise.  The second moon was golden, not silvery, with bright points set all over it.  It was somewhat smaller and all the lines and contours were flowing, sweeping things—no straight lines anywhere I saw.  I’m not sure what sort of world it might be, beyond artistic.  I’m told Rendu, the Artificer of the Heru, made it purely for his own pleasure, and I have no doubt it pleased him.  It was beautiful, both as a moon and as an abstract work of art.  It made me think of chaos given form, captured in a single instant and spun gold, set with diamonds like stars. 
 
    There once were seven moons.  Six were eventually devoured by the chaos of the void. 
 
    Like nothing else, the rising of multiple moons brought home to me the reality of my situation.  Ancient days.  Long, long ago.  In a bygone era.  Age of myth.  Once upon a time.  Yeah.  Like that. 
 
    And the third moon started to rise.  It was smaller still, predominantly green, and—I believe—primordial jungle.  I couldn’t make out exact details even with my eyes, but it seemed to be mostly treetops rather than, say, some heaving, algae-covered sea.  There were things like domes dotted here and there, gleaming, glossy, green.  I couldn’t judge the scale, but they seemed at least city-sized. 
 
    It has not been a good week. 
 
    I leaned back against the rock face again, closed my eyes, and stopped breathing.  No heartbeat, no breathing, no movement of any sort.  For a few minutes, I lay there and grasped at nothing more substantial than absolute stillness.  Maybe, if I quieted everything down outside, things would quiet down inside.  Some.  A little?  Maybe? 
 
    I lost track of how long I lay there, but I did feel better when I finally opened my eyes. 
 
    I shucked out of my armor, cleaned up, and built a fire.  I didn’t need the light or heat, but the repair spell on my armor would go faster if it had ready material to incorporate into the structure.  Free nitrogen in the air was one thing.  Silicon from dirt was another.  Carbon?  Well, there’s carbon dioxide in the air, but not much of it.  What else is in combustion products?  Whatever else, a fire would free up more of it, make it more accessible.  Then there are all sorts of trace elements, some of which might be useful.  I have only a vague notion of what the latest version of Diogenes’ high-tech armor composite was composed of. 
 
    While the fire crackled merrily away, I made sure the smoke swirled thickly around the armor.  Yes, the smoke did diminish somewhat as the repair spell drew on it.  Would it draw anything from ashes?  I sprinkled some on it and kept the fire going. 
 
    With my armor slowly getting better, I turned my attention to the rock-faced hillside.  Some work with my claws and Saber of Sharpness smoothed it out even more, giving me a nice, even work surface. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    I have a question. 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    We’re in the distant past, right? 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    And this hillside—someday, there will be people here, building a city? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Are they going to find your gates carved into the hill? 
 
    “No, because I’m going to obliterate them.” 
 
    Then how are we going to leave? 
 
    “Beg pardon?  Leave?  What do you mean?” 
 
    From what I gather—and I admit I’m not clear on all this—we can’t stay here.  If we stay here, we’ll screw everything up by changing stuff.  Am I wrong? 
 
    My sword thinks farther ahead than I do.  I had to take a minute to sit down and consider.  What, exactly, am I trying to accomplish?  What are my goals? 
 
    First and foremost, put the Orb away for good.  Failing that, put it away until I can set things up to put it away for good.  I may need an enchanted Bowling Bag of Bad Ball containment if my Orb-pitching doesn’t go as planned. 
 
    Second, figure out how and when and if I’m supposed to interfere in my own life to make sure my personal history turns out exactly as it happened.  I anticipate spending a few thousand years waiting for opportunities to even spy on myself.  Or will I have to do any work?  Won’t I be sucked into doing everything automatically? 
 
    Dammit, being an unwilling agent of Fate sucks.  I’m not sure if it would be worse to be ignorant and enjoy the illusion of free will, or to accept my role and surrender to predestination.  As it is, I know too much and rebel against it. 
 
    Third, figure out what to do instead of nuking a sizable percentage of a continent.  Cure bliss-addicts wholesale?  Kill the Lord of Light?  Or some other, less-obvious idea?  I need to work on these, do the R&D, figure out what I want to do and how. 
 
    Fourth, survive.  I have to live until can stop myself from going full-on atomic warfare.  I’m not sure how I’ll stop myself—simply showing up and saying, “Hey, maybe this is a bad idea,” seems too easy, somehow.  On the other hand, it is likely to work. 
 
    Seems simple enough.  It’s the details that get dicey.  In order to stop myself, I need to let Rethven go about its business.  Hopefully, I haven’t already fundamentally altered the course of history.  If Maddarrah’s actions are altered by my arrival, it will change the world.  Or is my interference so miniscule as to be damped out?  My actions may be the equivalent of tossing pebbles in a river, making ripples that don’t alter the flow.  Or my actions may have caused changes like a single match dropped in a warehouse—minor for now, but inevitably burning everything to ash.  If I haven’t already started burning Rethven down, I need to stay out of history’s way.  To do that, I need to get off Rethven and into some other world. 
 
    Diogenes catalogued billions of them, but I don’t have the catalog.  Did he find any of the ones I occupied?  Or will occupy?  Any of the branches I caused by my future presence?  We didn’t look for anomalous historical incidents—we didn’t look for me. 
 
    Wait a minute… 
 
    Branching timelines.  Damn.  Or, no, good.  Sort of.  I think. 
 
      
 
    Okay, having spent a little while hammering out my thoughts, I think I’m relatively safe on the self-referential front.  I’m a thousand years or more in the past.  Fine.  Any Earth world I visit is going to have a branching the moment I set foot in it.  The original world will also continue to progress without me, branching normally.  So if there’s a world Diogenes found via random dialing, it should still be there when we start the process.  There will simply be a larger selection of worlds to choose from. 
 
    I think. 
 
    What really annoys me about this—let’s be honest: What pisses me off about all this—is I know in my black little heart how this is going to go.  I’m going to be the vampire who created Sasha.  I look just like him, according to her and the portrait.  So I’ll be my own grandfather, vampire-wise, meaning my particular form of vampirism is based on a bootstrap paradox—which makes my head hurt.  No doubt I’ll find something to occupy my time until I have to be some Old World bloodsucker and meet Sasha.  Which, of course, means I can either find a world where I can establish myself as a local lord in order to meet and create Sasha, or I can be dragged kicking and screaming into it, because there’s no such thing as free will, just foreordained destiny bullshit. 
 
    A concept to which I object, in case you missed it. 
 
    All right.  Fine.  For now, I have to avoid Rethven.  Can do.  Until the universe demands it, I need to avoid me and any contact with me.  Will do. 
 
    First things first.  Find a black hole in some Earth-analog universe and fastball the Orb into the cosmic garbage disposal.  Whether it destroys the Orb or not, it should be kept safely out of my way and kept from interfering in what is likely to be a delicately-balanced temporal operation.  I’ll settle for that.  Afterward, I should sort out the fundamental questions of where shall I go, what shall I do.  Right now, I don’t give a damn, but tomorrow is another day, and like that. 
 
    I extended a fingertalon and started scratching on the stone.  A small circle would serve for a peephole, seeking singularities.  A somewhat larger circle would be needed for actually pitching the Orb through—not just Orb-sized, but large enough for me to throw the thing without banging against an edge and throwing it off-course.  Later, I would need something two horses in size so Bronze and I could walk through it… 
 
    The gates opening near—relatively speaking—a singularity would have to be brute-force gates since there was unlikely to be a handy opening in space.  They didn’t need to be open for long, though.  They would need radiation shielding, though.  The accretion disk around a black hole, especially large ones, quasar-sized galactic monsters, could be several orders of magnitude worse than sun-blasting my face by accident… I should include a subroutine to make sure I’m looking at it from near the plane of the accretion disk.  And, at least at first, from very far away. 
 
    Will the light of burning matter in an accretion disk count as sunlight?  It’s not fusion, but it’s an astronomical phenomenon and it can be brighter than the Sun.  I guess I’ll find out. 
 
    The last gate I use here, our departure gate, should be much cheaper.  It could hit a barn door or a garage for when we relocate, so, while larger, it won’t require so many safety features, so the power requirement will be substantially lower. 
 
    It will be a while—centuries, at least—before my gate rooms and power crystals are set up.  I had a single power crystal with me.  If I had it fully charged, I still wouldn’t be able to do this.  I’ll have to build some temporary power-storage spells.  They’re more effort and much more fragile than power crystals, but if no one comes along to blow them up I can probably get away with using them. 
 
    I cut some lines in the sod to act as antennae for a power-gathering spell and funneled the energy into my crystal.  With it fast-charging, I turned my attention to my new gates and the spells they would need to function. 
 
    At least all my stuff should be fully repaired by the time the gates are ready.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zirafel.  Sort of.  Day Two. 
 
      
 
    I guess it’s really the Western Edge of the World, not Zirafel.  Zirafel isn’t here yet, which makes me wonder why one of the Heru put an Arch here.  Come to that, why did she bother to put them anywhere?  Is it part of the game of races they’re supposed to be playing?  If so, where are her creatures?  Has she not got around to creating them?  Come to think of it, how many of any given race do they create at once?  A thousand?  A single breeding pair?  What if she’s created a dozen pairs of humans and they’re still in the process of multiplying and spreading out?  Maybe they simply haven’t found her archways. 
 
    I’d go looking, but I’m almost afraid to.  What if I scare them off from here and they don’t build Zirafel? 
 
    Theories of time travel are way more fun when you’re not involuntarily testing them. 
 
    Not everything is going wrong.  Bronze went out to drive game in my direction.  I killed a dazhu and ate most of it—spirit, blood, and, after sunup, a lot of meat.  I’ve captured two other dazhu in their family grouping, putting spells on them to keep them from wandering too far.  They should travel in herds, I think, but what do I know?  They may have a different social grouping on this continent or in this time.  Maybe they learn to travel in herds, someday.  These have shorter legs than I recall, but ten thousand years of natural selection can change a lot. 
 
    My crystal is fully charged.  The power drawn in by my charging lines is now going into the gate spells.  Periodically, I have to manually inscribe more power-storage diagrams—they work, but they’re not as power-dense as crystals.  We should have more than enough power to get rid of the Orb, at least. 
 
    My armor, meanwhile, is perfectly intact again.  My belt and baldric, being leather, were harder to repair fully, but with the addition of the hide of a dead dazhu, the repair spell had the necessary materials to finish the job. 
 
    I wonder.  Where does it get the material when there isn’t an animal pelt lying around?  The spells don’t manufacture material out of nothing.  In this case, does it use dead skin and loose hair from anyone close by?  Is some part of me a part of those belts?  If so, why don’t they smoke in the sunrise or sunset?  Do they, but there’s so little of me involved I simply don’t notice?  Or are the materials from me so shredded and recycled as to be considered normal? 
 
    Some questions are not necessarily answerable—nor do I particularly want to know. 
 
    My altar ego, meanwhile, is in a similar dinghy to my own.  The energy plane he calls home has some resources, but it’s akin to wandering through the woods and looking for food.  It’s there, but it’s unpalatable, usually requires effort to get, and may need to be cooked before it’s safe to eat. 
 
    Don’t ask me how an energy-state being cooks anything.  It gives me flash-fry-backs to the Temple of Flame. 
 
    He’s also reported a lot of quiet on the local energy plane.  There’s nobody around, at present.  Either they haven’t migrated from their own universe, or there aren’t enough potential believers here to generate them, or attract them, or whatever.  This is a problem for him, since I seem to be the only person who believes in him.  He doesn’t have much of a connection to this place, aside from his sigil and me, but we’re all he’s got. 
 
    While he went out scrounging for food, I’ve taken a closer look at the world.  There is no Spire and no Mountains of the Sun, just a long, low rise to divide the world in two.  The magical signature of this long hill is still phenomenally high and deadly dangerous, but anyone who wants to look over it needs nothing more than a ladder.  As far as I can tell, both halves of the world, north and south, are perfectly habitable.  Are both in use as parts of the game board?  Are they going to be?  Is there a contest on each half?  When they’re down to one race on each side, do they lower the barrier and have a final showdown?  Sometime in the future, will they have to raise the Mountains of the Sun because playing pieces keep trying to cross the border? 
 
    What are the rules for this game, anyway? 
 
    The world is brand-new, full of quiet anticipation, just waiting for various intelligent races to come along and spoil it.  It’s like Eden, only without the apple trees.  I definitely don’t belong here. 
 
    The Orb sits angrily in a little hollow.  Bronze thumped it lightly—for her—driving it halfway into the dirt so it couldn’t roll away.  It’s still pissed off, but it isn’t going anywhere. 
 
    All things considered, I think I’ll be ready to scout a singularity tonight. 
 
      
 
    One of the ways I cheat with gate spells is to cast the spell with certain variables already programmed in.  For example, if I’m looking for a black hole, I can carve my ideograms to specify an Earth-type universe, limiting the possible hits it will register.  By also specifying an area of specific spatial distortion—as one would find in the astronomical neighborhood of a black hole—I can spend most of my effort on keeping the peephole gate from manifesting too close to it.  This seems wiser than sending a scouting gate out through the multiverse to look for—that is, run into and latch onto—the singularity, itself. 
 
    I don’t know what would happen if a gate searched for and tried to lock on to a singularity.  I really don’t want to get sucked through a gate the size of my eyeball.  I don’t want Rethven to, either!  Black holes are not to be trifled with, especially if one could be, effectively, at arm’s length. 
 
    Could I open a portal inside the event horizon of a black hole?  Opening one inside the gravitational distortion, up close, requires a lot more power to stabilize, but how about beyond the event horizon?  The math, while somewhat squirrely in those regions, tentatively says yes, but my instinct for survival says “NO!” in a much louder and much clearer voice.  In this case, close enough will be good enough. 
 
    After sundown, I spent half an hour getting a feel for gravity wells through a magical wormhole gate.  Something the size of Earth’s Sun has a not-insignificant gravity well, which Diogenes and I discovered.  We had to allow for it in targeting the solar tap gates.  It wasn’t a major effect, but the equations are all there.  Naturally, dealing with a singularity makes the numbers a bit nonsensical, but who said the interior of a black hole would make sense?  I could avoid the irrational numbers, though.  I only wanted to park a wormhole opening somewhere nearby—nearby in astronomical terms, anyway. 
 
    Of course, looking at a black hole was an interesting experience all by itself, even through multiple layers of radiation-conversion spells and a few straight-up absorption and deflection panels. 
 
    At night, my vampire eyes don’t see darkness.  Light only means mundane colors are visible.  Everything else seems perfectly, shadowlessly illuminated, albeit only in shades of grey.  So, when I looked through my mini-gate, I wondered what I would eventually see. 
 
    First off, air rushed through the gate.  Rethven had air pressure.  Space generally doesn’t.  I didn’t consider it in my calculations because I was more worried about instantaneous death from astronomical radiation levels.  Still, I didn’t mind.  It was a tiny leak, all things considered, and wouldn’t be open for long. 
 
    I looked through and discovered there was a perceptible attraction, even at this distance.  The air rushed through and tried to take my head with it, but the gravity also translated through the gate.  This tried to drag my face through an eyeball-sized opening much the same way Bronze tries to peel it off by coming to one of her sudden stops.  A gravity-warping spell stabilized it, but I’d need something bigger and better to get a gate closer without untoward gravitic effects on this side. 
 
    Ignoring the keening wind, and saw a dot of nothing.  This is distinct from a black spot, or a dark place, or a sphere of shadow.  I don’t need light to see by, remember.  In the midst of a whirlpool of glowing dust, I saw a far-off dot, and it was filled with nothing.  It was a palpable presence, an embodiment of… absence.  All form was crushed out of existence.  It might be matter, I suppose, but my brain registered it as a state of not-ness.  Whatever it was, it wasn’t anything I understood.  Someday, by dint of heroic mathematical exertions, I might define it, describe it, but I don’t think I’m capable of understanding it. 
 
    It definitely looked like a good place to dump something unpleasant. 
 
    After several tries and a lot of fussy, delicate experimentation, I found the limit of my wormhole comfort zone.  The radiation wasn’t as much of an issue as I’d feared, though. The conversion panel spells started on this side of the gate, projected through and spread out a bit to act as collectors.  The converted magical energy fed the replication function and added more layers in short order.  Every time I tried another vantage point, they automatically slipped through to absorb and block even more radiation.  They cut the transmitted radiation down to something tolerable pretty quickly. 
 
    This is enormously helpful in countering the gravity.  My spells for warping spacetime to produce gravitic alterations are limited.  However, much like the conversion panels, they can be stacked.  Unlike the conversion panels, they are three-dimensional, not two.  To alter the shape of space, they have to define a space.  So they’re spheres.  The objective is to flatten out the “rubber sheet” the enormous mass of the black hole is stretching.  Inside the sphere immediately around the far end of the gate, the spell does its best, but it’s an enormous amount of distortion to damp out. 
 
    But if I put another sphere around it, the stress inside is reduced.  Then the inner sphere only deals with that. 
 
    Sadly, this is insufficient.  It takes quite a few concentric spheres of space-stabilizers to reduce the pull through the gate to something negligible.  Fortunately, the conversion panels can feed both their own replication function and the stabilizer spheres. 
 
    It occurs to me I could expand on this principle.  I could build a self-replicating layer of conversion panels—kind of like the multiple layers around one of the mountain’s reaction points, but flat, like a shield.  This power-conversion shield could be projected through a gate in the path of an astronomical jet, converting an enormous amount of energy into magical potential.  I’m talking about energies measured not in how many times more powerful than the Sun, but thousands of times more powerful than the combined output of every star in the galaxy! 
 
    I do not need to be opening portals to the inside of the Sun.  I definitely do not need to be fooling around with portals having to do with quasars.  What the hell am I doing!? 
 
    I’m getting rid of the Black Ball, that’s what I’m doing, damn it!  And this—even this!—may not get rid of it permanently.  If it’s truly indestructible, I may only be locking it up for a few quadrillion millennia.  I hope it dies a hideous death in the cosmic garbage disposal, but I’ll settle for imprisoning it. 
 
    After much trial and error, I found my minimum distance.  The conversion panels could feed the mini-gate to maintain it, but establishing it in the first place required only the power I had on hand.  Close enough.  Once I found my vantage point, it was time to charge everything up again, snack on my captive dazhu, and get ready to knock an evil eight-ball into a cosmic corner pocket. 
 
      
 
    I donned my armor, readied my spells, and charged my pitching gate.  I took a minute to carve a chunk of rock into a rough approximation of the Orb and heave it around a few times, practicing.  Since the Orb would be smooth, even slick, I settled on a two-handed method, holding it close to the chest and thrusting it forward.  This wouldn’t give me the same speed as a one-handed, roundhouse pitch, but it would minimize fumbling and improve my accuracy. 
 
    Bronze kicked the Orb ringingly, freeing it from its divot, to position it in front of my gates.  I took a moment to prepare, ignoring the surge of anger and fear from it. 
 
    That thing is mad, Boss. 
 
    “You think?” I asked, tugging my gauntlets to settle them firmly. 
 
    It knows—well, it thinks—you’re planning to imprison it, or destroy it if you can. 
 
    “Good.  I’d hate to surprise it.” 
 
    Now you’re just being mean. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    About time.  You could stand to be less nice. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m comfortable taking that kind of advice from a bloodthirsty weapon.” 
 
    Bloodthirsty?  Look who’s talking. 
 
    I didn’t have a good reply, so I ignored it. 
 
    The pitching gate was about twice the size of the Orb to allow for possible inaccuracies due to air rush and personal clumsiness.  It shimmered, funneled away, snapped close, and the air around us roared through.  I was ready for it, leaning back a bit with one foot already planted and braced.  I reached down and hefted the Orb— 
 
      
 
    Note for the future:  Gauntlets are not sufficient.  Enchant special anti-evil oven mitts. 
 
      
 
    We were in my head.  I recognized the ruined wasteland of my undermind.  The Orb was me, a dark me, a caricature gone to evil—ears drawn up to sharp points, eyebrows slanted, cheekbones sharp, cheeks hollow, fangs twice as long, eyes like black pits with sullen red flames at the bottom.  It leaped at me, going for my throat.  I caught it by the wrists, avoiding the pointed talons. 
 
    I should not refer to my own fingernails as talons.  Claws, maybe.  Now I’ve seen talons up close and the wrong way ’round.  
 
    “I refuse!” it screamed.  Behind it, the rubble and dirt shivered. 
 
    “Get out of my head,” I grated, struggling as it tried harder for my face and neck.  My grip was firm but it was monstrously strong—about as strong as I was. 
 
    “I will not go!  You cannot do this!  You will not do this!” it howled, thrusting me back, my feet sliding on the pitted street. 
 
    “The hell you say!  You’ve been a headache ever since you were created!  You’re getting flushed down the cosmic toilet if I have to plunge you with… both… hands!”  I heaved, halting my backward slide.  Its eyes widened with fear and rage. 
 
    “You will not!  I FORBID IT!” 
 
    “You can’t stop me!” 
 
    “I can!” it crowed.  “I am stronger than you will ever know, and the darkness within you, twin to my own, gives me even greater strength!  See!  Your own evils grow stronger with my presence.  They would overwhelm you one day even without me!” 
 
    The shivering of the rubble and dirt gave birth to ten thousand crawling insecurities.  Anxieties clawed their way to the surface.  A dark, living carpet of horrors and fears chittered and clacked and slithered forward. 
 
    “You have my worse side on yours,” I agreed, “but I have something you don’t!”  I shoved, as hard as I could, but the dark version of me was too strong to topple.  It grunted and held its ground only with great effort. 
 
    “What do you have?” it sneered, teeth clenched tight.  It slackened slightly, fighting a holding action while the mass of crawling horror around us closed in. 
 
    “Friends.” 
 
    Firebrand, for all its violent, volatile nature, liked me better than my Demon King aspect.  I was more fun.  And, in its own self-centered way, it wanted me in control.  It blazed in my mind, a bar of fire and light, driving back some of the dark. 
 
    Bronze thundered out of the shadows, eyes glowing a hot yellow, hooves dancing with blue-green lightning.  She was the better part of me, the best part of me.  It didn’t matter that I had a darker nature.  It didn’t matter that I was sometimes foolish or brutish.  Bronze was a part of me and would help me be a better person, come what may.   
 
    The blade of fire danced among the lesser darkness, cutting broad swathes through it.  Bronze stomped a four-beat flamenco, breathing fire, shedding blue-green lightning like rain as she ran among my personal horrors.  They crushed and burned and killed, reducing anything coming near us to ash, crumbling them into powder to sink into the ground again. 
 
    My evil twin gnashed teeth, a neat trick with fangs. 
 
    For a moment, I wondered where my altar ego was.  Realization smacked me in the face about the same time the Demon King did.  As a copy of my spirit, all the darkness living in me must also live in him.  The last thing we needed was to risk both of us when the Orb would enhance every dark and terrible thought all out of proportion. 
 
    We struggled, there in some disembodied realm of the psyche, wrestling with light, shadow, and dark.  It felt as though we were embodied even while fighting in the under-realms of my mind.  Would a wound here be reflected in my flesh?  Or would it merely be a memory, a scar on my psyche?  How real is a dream?  Can a dream change who you are, alter the fundamental beliefs of a soul?  How real does it need to be? 
 
    Come to that, how long did we struggle?  A minute?  Ten minutes?  An instant of frozen time, stretching to eternity? 
 
    I vaguely felt the gate spell expend itself, distantly became aware the air no longer howled and sang through the hole into space.  Yet, even with the gate closed, still the Orb struggled to achieve control, pitting its strength against mine, struggling to seize me and control me.  I wanted to drop the Orb, to sever the physical contact, but to move my body I would have to divert my attention from my adversary… 
 
    Something shifted.  We both rocked, as though the ground slithered beneath us, but it was nothing within my mind.  It was a sensation of movement, of something physical.  Something outside my skull.  The embodiment of the Orb screamed, funneling all its hatred and rage at me.  My evil twin shifted his attack, giving way against my push, now pulling me, falling, rolling, flipping me up and over with a terrible strength. 
 
    Now I know how humans feel when I throw them around. 
 
    It spun and sprang even as I rolled to my feet.  We both went down again in a tackle, squirming, turning, both trying to land on top.  It succeeded, hands finding my throat, but I managed to raise my right knee between us.  The grip tightened while my nemesis screamed rage, eyes burning.  It seemed to forget its own talons, intent on choking the life out of me.  Or did it really want me dead?  Could it be trying to dominate, to control again?  Could it own my body if I wasn’t in it?  Did the binding in the Orb affect his possession abilities? 
 
    All this flashed through my mind as it clutched at my throat and I tried to push him away.  The grip was like iron.  I raised my fists between his arms, trying to break the hold.  Once.  Twice.  It was too strong, here and now, so I raised my left knee, trying for the groin, but my evil twin bucked and shifted away slightly.  My right knee was still up between us, though, forcing us to arms’ length.  I grasped one wrist and struck upward at the elbow, two quick, powerful blows, and the arm folded the wrong way. 
 
    My adversary screamed again, in both rage and fear as I drew a breath.  The arm straightened, obviously regenerating, but I punched for the open mouth, breaking a fang.  In this moment of startled pain, I forced the other hand from my throat and pushed with my leg, shifting enough to overbalance my attacker, preparatory to rolling aside. 
 
    A wracking convulsion hit me out of nowhere, as though my whole body tried to rip itself apart.  It wasn’t a psychic thing.  It didn’t happen in my head.  This was a physical sensation powerful enough to penetrate even my subconscious focus. 
 
    Even as I convulsed, there on the filthy, ruined streets of my undermind, my adversary, my nemesis, was wrenched away from me.  He rose into the air.  He gave a great, wailing cry, struggling to reach me, but he accelerated upward into the roiling, dirty sky.  His anguished scream faded into the distance and cut off as he vanished into the lightning-shot clouds. 
 
    Boss!  We’ve got a lot of Things still to deal with! 
 
    Regardless, I lay there for a moment, recovering.  There’s a special horror involved in a fistfight against your nemesis in the basement of your brain for control of your soul.  Trust me on this one.  I needed a moment. 
 
    Boss! Firebrand wailed, flailing and flaming. 
 
    Okay, fine.  Moment over.  Someday—maybe someday soon—I’m going to take a goddam vacation. 
 
    I rolled over onto my face and pushed myself up.  A whole sea of horrors surrounded us.  Firebrand was circling like a mad comet of fire while Bronze galloped around more slowly, stomping and flaming anything making it past the fiery barrier. 
 
    We existed in a metaphor of my thoughts.  The basement is merely a visualization.  We don’t need stairs.  We only need to exit.  For that, all we need—all I need—is an appropriate metaphor. 
 
    I checked my clothes and, of course, my cloak appeared around my shoulders.  I seized the edges, swirled it around me, and everything was dark. 
 
      
 
    I threw back my cloak as I lay on dirt and rocks at the Edge of the World for a moment, stunned.  Whole groups of muscles—legs, back, arms—quivered in reaction to some exertion.  Faintly, I heard a psychic whisper from my altar ego. 
 
    Don’t say I never did anything for you. 
 
    And the rest was silence. 
 
    I waited another minute, blinking at the stars, while my regeneration continued to repair damage in most of my major muscle groups.  What are the Rethvan stars?  Other worlds?  Other Firmaments in the great void?  Do they twinkle because chaos entities move between us, or because of some distorting effect of the Firmament?  I’m not sticking my head into the void to look, but if I ever do build a void-sailing vessel, I should go find out. 
 
    I sat up and looked around.  My knees were bent, my feet still planted flat and buried a good three inches into the grass and dirt.  I kicked my way free and stood. 
 
    “Firebrand?  Bronze?  What just happened?  Where’s the Black Ball?” 
 
    Don’t ask me, Boss.  I was busy with other Things. 
 
    Bronze snorted thick smoke and shook her mane, tossed her head toward the Edge of the World.  I looked where she looked.  It was some distance away, but I might have seen a dark dot vanish in the misty sea of infinity.  Bronze nodded.  It was out there, somewhere, falling away from the world through a formless sea of chaos. 
 
    I watched for several would-be heartbeats, but any sign of it had already vanished into the formless writhing of the void. 
 
    While I fought the Orb—along with Firebrand and Bronze—my altar ego stayed out of it, keeping itself from being touched and potentially contaminated, consumed, or possessed by the darkness in the Orb.  But when the gate closed and I still didn’t drop the Orb, it became clear the fight was by no means certain.  He took action, operating my physical form like a puppet on strings.  He’s done it before.  He walked me closer to the Edge before flinging the Black Ball beyond the Edge of the World. 
 
    I wondered if it could get back in.  After all, the Firmament was designed to keep out creatures of chaos.  The Orb might qualify, assuming it could even find its way back.  How do you navigate in a churning, ever-changing cloud of chaos? 
 
    “It’s not what I wanted,” I said, addressing my altar ego.  “It’s not what I hoped for.  Maybe it’ll do for now.  Under the circumstances, I’ll take it.” 
 
    Boss? Firebrand asked.  You’re okay with letting it drift through the void? 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I snapped.  “But compared with battling it out in my brain?  Or burying it somewhere unguarded while I take better precautions?  Or leaving it where it can influence the minds of men when they wander by?  I’ll take it.  Grudgingly, but I’ll take it.  Give me a spot to sit quietly and get ready for it and I’ll summon it back from the void.  First, though, I see now I should do more hunting around for where to put it, develop a better delivery system, and, if nothing else, get a big damn pair of tongs!” 
 
    You may have a point, Firebrand admitted. 
 
    “In the meantime, lost in the infinite sea of chaos beyond the universe seems like a reasonably good spot for it—temporarily.  What do you think, altar ego?  You threw it there.  Will it stay lost until I fetch it back?” 
 
    He didn’t answer.  I checked the sigil and detected no trace of energy.  He was probably exhausted.  Even communicating requires effort, some expenditure of energy on his part.  How much more does it cost him to possess a material body and force it to exert itself?  Less than hoisting a horse through universal barriers, surely, but he’s only a tiny portion of the much more powerful entity.  Now the lack of worshippers had to be a serious problem.  At least he wasn’t breaking any rules.  There were no rules, as yet. 
 
    I resolved to build a psychic resonance generator at my earliest opportunity. 
 
    Hey, Boss? 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    Can we build up the fire?  I need a break. 
 
    Bronze nodded vigorously, mane chiming.  She could use a small coal mine, herself.  Come to think of it, I could stand to guzzle some blood and drain the last of the vitality from the dazhu.  We were all a bit worn down from the unexpected battle. 
 
    “We’ll evacuate the world tomorrow night,” I decided.  “Let’s have lunch and take the day off.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Western Edge, Day Three 
 
      
 
    We didn’t find any coal, but we did find a small forest.  Bronze grazed on all the deadwood and some of the lower branches.  I built a fire and a heat-reflecting spell for Firebrand.  Our captive dazhu died suddenly and, after the sun came up, I started eating what was left.  And, of course, I added a couple of power-fans to direct and concentrate the local magical energy.  Solar conversion panels are less practical in a high-magic environment.  Drawing in ambient energy is more effective, especially when I’m artificially increasing the concentration.  The charging lines feeding my crystal and the spells on my gate-wall really started to suck in the power. 
 
    We spent most of the day resting and coming to grips with my situation.  I don’t think I’m ready to put any of it into words, yet, but I can point the way:  Not happy.  I’m not pleased at being responsible for picking up dinner on the way home, much less responsible for a whole slew of timelines going exactly the way I remember they should.  There’s the big thing.  Not an elephant in the room, but a whale.  A behemoth.  A leviathan. 
 
    Worse than that, my encounter with the Evil Orb stirred up a lot of Things in my undermind best left to lie.  I was doing so well with calming my mental basement through rigorous application of denial.  Now there are thousands of little Things scratching at the basement door.  I’m going to have to start letting a few through so I can kill them.  But can I kill them faster than I create them?  There’s the rub! 
 
    Deep breathing.  Practicing meditation and doing it badly.  Working on my Zen stuff.  Who knew studying martial arts would have practical applications in other areas?  If I can put on a convincing simulation of sanity, maybe I should take up ballet—I might even look graceful, someday.  It’s a possible hobby.  Maybe I should get a hobby.  A relaxing one. 
 
    Can I build mental coping mechanisms to stomp the little basement critters into dust automatically?  Do people with a naturally low level of anxiety have them, while people who suffer from chronic anxiety lack them?  If I find someone extremely sane, can I try to duplicate some of their techniques directly? 
 
    I’m considering probing someone else’s brain purely for my own benefit.  I must be desperate. 
 
    Late in the afternoon, I constructed a small airlock-type arrangement in my mental study.  There’s now a booth standing over the hatch in the floor.  The booth has a door in one side.  I can open the floor hatch, let through a small flood of nasty critters, close it, and deal with them without having to chase them all over my study.  I tried it a few times.  The technique worked, but it didn’t make a dent in the scrabbling, scratching sounds from the lower hatch.  It didn’t take me long to realize killing them “by hand,” as it were, was going to take longer than my projected lifespan. 
 
    How could I automate the process?  Normal people have anxieties, but they seem to kill the little ones about as fast as they create them.  Is there a way to—metaphorically—do the same thing in my headspace?  Can I consciously build a literal coping mechanism? 
 
    My prototype is a narrow length of pipe projecting up from the floor, beside the hatch into the airlock booth.  Only the smallest of my mental Things can scramble through, but inside the pipe are a variety of instruments with slicing, dicing, frappe, and puree settings.  These little ones don’t seem to care, but keep trying to get through even as the ones ahead of them disintegrate and fall into dust. 
 
    I closed the outer door to the “airlock,” just in case. 
 
    Having failed once again to achieve inner peace, I left my Little Thing Shredder running and stepped out of my mental study.  Out in the physical world, I crawled up a rise to get a look at the Arch.  There was no sign of the Heru-lady.  There were no signs of people, either.  The Arch was still open, as expected. 
 
    I wondered again why she bothered to put it here when there was no one to use it.  Was she getting the area ready for her game pieces?  Was the game in progress, or was she anticipating?  Was this a legal or illegal move on her part?  Or are the rules something I can even understand?  What makes sense to me may not make sense to a primal entity formed from Chaos, and vice versa. 
 
    I slithered backward down the rise and continued—hopefully—to avoid notice.  I didn’t notice anyone noticing me, but just because I don’t notice doesn’t mean they didn’t. 
 
    What now, Boss? 
 
    “Dinner.  We’ve got to get out of here before we inflict too much change.  We may already have interfered with the actions of an entity of great power and scope.  Hopefully, she’ll go do whatever it was she intended to do and our presence will be negated—damped out as too minor to cause a change.” 
 
    And if we already did damage? 
 
    “Then the world of Rethven may have a butterfly-effect ripple heading into our future.  It depends on how sensitive this temporal structure is.  Since it doesn’t branch off multiple timelines, I suspect it will ignore minor changes—a dazhu missing here, a tree cut down there—as long as they don’t have specific significance.  If I’m wrong, we may not recognize the place when we catch up to what would be our present.” 
 
    How do we tell? 
 
    “All we can do is wait and watch.”  I flung down the helmet I was carrying and cursed, loud and long.  “And now I have another world I have to check and possibly steer!  I have to be responsible for making myself adhere to my paradox destiny and for making sure Rethven stays on course!” 
 
    I hate to say this, Boss— 
 
    “Then don’t!” 
 
    Firebrand shut up.  I think it knows I’m feeling… What?  Frustrated?  Put-upon?  Maneuvered?  I don’t know how I’m feeling, so it probably doesn’t, either. 
 
    Bronze, walking behind/beside me, snorted smoke past my ear and rubbed her nose against my cheek. 
 
    Okay, someone knew exactly how I felt.  Now all I needed was some way for her to put it into words.  It does help, though, to know someone understands the wordless, inchoate lump of emotions, even if you can’t say what they are. 
 
    Bronze whinnied cheerfully and went off to herd dazhu.  I went back to the gate-wall to build self-destruct spells and do the preliminary scouting. 
 
      
 
    Things to look for… 
 
    When I think of somewhere to go, somewhere out of the way, what, exactly, do I want? 
 
    First off, I have to have an inhabited world.  I can get by with animal blood and vitality for quite a while, simply as routine, but there comes a point where I need something more fundamental, something human.  So, there has to be a human population.  And, since people tend to notice when one of their number goes missing, I need there to be enough people around so I’m not rounded up as one of the usual suspects.  This eliminates small towns in the middle of nowhere.  Suburbs?  Those will work if there’s a thriving urban environment nearby.  I need lots of people so a missing one isn’t cause for immediate concern. 
 
    There’s one basic reason vampires are city creatures.  We go where the food is. 
 
    What else do I need?  If I’m going to stay there for years, I’d like someplace not too computerized.  With the rise of Big Data and the ability to correlate a billion seemingly-unrelated facts, it becomes possible to notice my modus operandi without ever a murder being reported.  Everyone has seen movies where the hero goes through the old newspapers in the library, researching missing persons, murders, kidnappings, et cetera until the obvious culprit must be Old Man Cheevers in the Dilapidated Mansion.  It’s movie research, true, but with enough data processing and a pervasive enough Internet, it can be done.  The longer I stay, the more data there is.  I can hang around in a futuristic world for a while, but only until I build up enough of a statistical presence to be noticed.  I’m ballparking it around a year, maybe two.  This assumes they don’t have universal automatic identification of all citizens, such as implanted bio-chips or some such.  At that level of technology, I’m an anomaly the moment I enter a civilized area. 
 
    On the other hand, how long am I going to stay in any particular world?  A year?  Ten years?  Other factors come into play besides those meddling kids and their dog.  The neighbors are going to notice I don’t get older.  What’s the maximum time I can stay before people start to whisper?  Ten years?  Twenty?  If I modify my disguise spells to include grey hair, I could claim to be twenty-five when I arrive, grow a beard, add grey, and add some extra illusion to my anti-paleface spell for wrinkles and other textures… Could I pull off a youngish-looking fifty?  At my present level of illusion magic, I think that’s my limit.  So, I can stay parked for up to twenty-five years at a time. 
 
    Assuming I don’t have other reasons to move away. 
 
    I miss Apocalyptica. 
 
    All right, fine.  Dense population of humans, technology pre-dating a pervasive Internet.  On the other hand, I want someplace with readily-available electricity and air conditioning.  I can get by without the air conditioning if I have to—I have cooling spells, but they eat into the magical power budget.  The available electricity is also a convenience, enabling me to rapidly produce magical energy to power my spells.  I suppose neither a power grid nor an air conditioner is absolutely necessary… 
 
    Backing up again, what are my minimum requirements?  I can get by with solar conversion panels, a hand-cranked electromagical generator, and cooling spells.  I can even raise the local technology, if I have to.  It would be convenient to have a power grid, but I suppose it isn’t an absolute necessity, merely a much-loved convenience. 
 
    If possible, I’d like to have a world with minimal organized religion, as well.  I’d rather not be asked—or drafted—into a Crusade for the Holy Land.  It could be embarrassing. 
 
    Unfortunately, I still haven’t figured out a way to include a NOT statement in my world-searching spells.  Oh, I can specify specific worlds or—like with the evacuation gates in Vios—lock out a whole category of worlds.  Only Earth timelines, or no Earth timelines, for example.  But to specify anything about the contents of such a universe is trickier.  To say “Any universe except those with chickens,” requires the gate’s unformed tendril to search the entire universe for chickens before it accepts a lock-on.  I suspect this will take some time.  Possibly a lot of time.  Quite likely more time than I’m willing to spend with an active gate spell. 
 
    If I don’t need to search the whole universe, I can have it search for things and spend additional time doing the ball-of-twine thing around the lock-on point, disengaging if it detects something I actively do not want.  The world might still have it, but somewhere not near the lock-on point.  If I get a hit on some Pacific island, I might not find a recognized religious icon within a thousand miles because there’s nothing but ocean.  Meanwhile, the tank divisions of the Papal Armies are advancing their Crusade against the Alliance of Zion.  Not a world I want to see up close, thank you. 
 
    Still, if I make a couple of spot-checks to look around, anything so obvious should be… well, obvious.  Without Diogenes to scan for me, I’ll have to go through and scout more often, but maybe I can find places to do so in a reasonably subtle manner. 
 
    Maybe I should start by aiming for smaller places, outside any major urban centers.  I can always walk into town.  Lurking outside a small town can give me a better idea of what I’m dealing with before I get crammed into a city.  Small towns are more likely to notice strangers, true, which is a drawback.  A city is more impersonal.  With a small town, though, I can sprint for the hills fairly easily, hopefully dodging no more than the local sheriff—not roadblocks, traffic cameras, police helicopters, and SWAT teams. 
 
    I’m going to have to give this more thought as I do more exploring, but this is a good start. 
 
    I worked on my gate-wall, isolating the power-containment portion of the spells before I started scratching new parameters into the rock face. 
 
      
 
    The smallest gate—about the size of one eye—let me keep the cost down to something manageable.  I used it for the rest of the day, peeking through to other places, looking around, and as a hole for short-ranged scrying spells.  It’s slow going, since I have to do my scouting during the day.  I don’t dare risk looking through a hole into another time zone during the local night! 
 
    I scouted half a dozen Earth-analogues in the hour before sundown, parking a peephole in half a dozen places on each.  Two of them I immediately discounted for obvious social reasons—one had an active, obvious war going on in North America and the other had everyone dressed in near-identical coveralls or uniforms.  Either way, those two did not seem hospitable to my interests.  The other four I looked over with greater care. 
 
    It continues to bother me how Earth timelines can be so out of whack with each other.  Some are futuristic, from my personal perspective.  Some are similar to the era I called home.  Some are set in a time before my own.  Some are way before.  I’ve seen dinosaurs and I’ve seen volcano-riddled hellscapes—that kind of “way before.”  Why they run at different rates and sometimes slip a gear to jump forward or seemingly stop is an unwelcome mystery. 
 
    In an infinitely-branching tree of possible Earths, some of them are, technologically, between 1880 and 1980, as compared to my original world.  They have significant differences in many other respects, but my primary concern is their level of technology.  A secondary concern is the language.  It’s a fact I can pick up a new language well enough to get by simply by gulping down a dozen native speakers, but it takes time and practice to sort out my accent.  I prefer not to do it if I can avoid it. 
 
    Of the worlds in my off-the-cuff survey, I picked what I thought was the best of them.  It was running somewhere around the 1960’s in technology, which suited me.  According to the local signs, the alphabet was recognizable and I was looking at Seattle.  Everything seemed relatively peaceful and normal, aside from a surprising number of kilts.  It wasn’t a universal garment—maybe half the men wore a kilt—but nobody gave the kilt-wearers a second glance.  How did a kilt become something normal and everyday in Seattle?  I had to remind myself it wasn’t my Seattle.  It wasn’t even my original world.  It was an alternate timeline, running faster than my own.  There would be differences, possibly major ones, certainly surprising ones. 
 
    Outside the city proper, there were a number of suburban areas, none of which really suited me.  I avoided the islands, mostly because they restrict my freedom of fleeing, at least during the day.  Finally, I settled on someone’s lake house, well to the east.  It was unoccupied and had a garage, which gave us a handy spot to emerge. 
 
    I waited for sunset, both in Rethven and on Earth.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seattle-ish, 1977 
 
      
 
    Bronze does her best to blend in.  She can change colors, eliminate rogue glints and gleams, suppress her noises, and—as long as she doesn’t exert herself—stop giving off smoke.  It helps, but… well…  She has many outstanding qualities, but subtlety isn’t really one of them.  She does try.  She still doesn’t smell like a horse.  She still doesn’t quite feel like a horse—at least, not to anyone who has ever encountered a flesh-and-blood horse.  And she remains, as always, enormous.  No matter how we do it, she’s going to attract some level of attention. 
 
    As for me, wearing full composite armor and a pair of swords… okay, Bronze might not be the first thing people notice. We both have to change what we wear to have any hope of blending in. 
 
    I opened the gate in the rock face and it locked on to the outside frame of the garage door.  Bronze stepped through to the driveway while I pulled my power crystal and followed.  The gate closed behind us, dissolving into nothingness.  If everything went according to plan, my secondary spells would go off when the gate closed.  The rock face would also dissolve, the outer layer cracking and crumbling into dust so the designs and diagrams were obliterated. 
 
    With a little luck, any interference with the history of Rethven would pass into equal obscurity. 
 
    Since it was nighttime when we arrived, and since nobody was home, I picked the lock on the garage door with tendrils, we moved inside, and I closed the door to avoid any accidental witnesses.  There wasn’t anyone around to see us, being in a private spot up by some lake, but I’m more paranoid than I like to let on—I prefer to think of it as being cautious. 
 
    I searched the house, gently, and found some local clothes.  The owner was heavier than I, but it’s hardly surprising.  I’m wiry, not bulky.  His trousers were the right length, but I had to punch another hole in a belt to cinch it tight enough. 
 
    There were two kilts in his closet.  They were the full wraparound, over-the-shoulder things.  I fooled around with one for a while, but I couldn’t figure out how to wear one properly. 
 
    My cloak flowed around me and became a black kilt.  Some of the kilts I saw were single colors—dark blue, white, yellow, red—rather than tartan patterns.  A black kilt might work.  For all I know, black is formal.  It was worth a shot. 
 
    A little more searching found some blankets and some dark green plastic trash bags.  I arranged my armor, bundled it up, and lashed it behind Bronze’s built-in saddle.  Two blankets provided concealment for my saber and Firebrand. 
 
    I am not amused. 
 
    “I didn’t think you would be, but we need to avoid attracting attention.  I need to get a better feel for this place.  I didn’t see anyone wearing swords in public, so I’m leery of the law.” 
 
    How do they defend themselves? 
 
    “I’m guessing they rely on the police.  The city guard.” 
 
    Are there a lot of guards? 
 
    “Compared to the number of people?  Probably not.” 
 
    Then, how do they protect anyone? 
 
    “Sword control and gun control are usually difficult subjects,” I admitted.  “I favor the thought of an armed society is a polite society—after a brief period of adjustment.  The locals may have a different opinion.” 
 
    Firebrand muttered something about stupid humans and dropped the subject. 
 
    I continued searching, this time looking for items of intelligence value.  A newspaper gave me the year—1977—although the articles were all current events, not history.  There were references to President Humphries and a summit of the Great Powers—Great Britain, Great Germany, and Great Russia—going on to negotiate both a reduction in forces and an agreement regarding the use of atomic weapons. 
 
    There’s another consideration.  How can I tell a gate spell to avoid worlds with nuclear weapons?  It could be important.  I’ve proven I can’t be trusted with such power.  Why should I trust anyone else with it? 
 
    Which raised the immediate question:  Do I want to stay?  Is this a deal-breaker?  There are nuclear powers in this world.  Do they have early-warning radar?  Do they have missiles, or just bombers?  The article didn’t specify.  Will I have to worry about being vaporized without warning? 
 
    Silly question.  Of course I’m going to worry about being vaporized, with or without warning.  The only real question is how much worry I’m going to devote to it. 
 
    I finished my search by hunting for valuables.  I found some loose change in a jar, a five-dollar bill—it still had Lincoln on it—in a jacket pocket, and nothing else.  It wasn’t much, but it would do for now. 
 
    We closed and locked the garage door behind us. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked Bronze.  “This is a magic-poor world, as usual.  Tired, yet?” 
 
    Bronze was of the opinion she would be fine.  Eventually, she would want us to find some fuel and some privacy in which to drink it. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.  We’ll need someplace to hide from sunrise—this house might do, if we don’t find anything better.  We’ll also need money and access to a library.  In the meantime, let’s head for town and see what we can discover.” 
 
    Bronze wanted to know if we should use a car, instead.  I considered it. 
 
    “Let’s get closer to the city, first.  I want someplace to hide your statue.” 
 
    She wondered if I was worried someone might steal it. 
 
    “No, now you mention.  How do you steal a ten-ton hunk of metal?  It takes heavy equipment.  But the fewer people who notice it, the fewer questions get asked.” 
 
    She thought it a fair assessment.  We followed the road at a moderate gallop to keep down the flames. 
 
      
 
    It was a busy night.  I stole a car reminiscent of a 1964 Chrysler convertible, dark green and with dents in all four fenders.  In a secluded spot, Bronze possessed it, I put Firebrand in the back seat, loaded everything else into the trunk, and we went into Seattle.  The technology of the period didn’t seem on par with the 1977 with which I was familiar, but, given the fact of a Great Germany, it was possible there was no Second World War.  Without such a spur to research and development, it was conceivable this world hadn’t advanced as much.  Yet, they had atomic weapons!… 
 
    …thirty years late.  Hmm.  Maybe that’s reasonable.  Maybe there are other factors.  Maybe I’m not a social scientist and wouldn’t have enough data even if I were. 
 
    Sadly, there were no ATMs.  There were bars and the like, however, so I hustled pool and avoided fights.  I’m not a great pool player, but I can give a convincing simulation of one by using my psychic powers.  It multiplied my ready cash from five dollars and change to nearly fifty.  People stopped wanting to play me pretty quickly and a few were enough into their drinks to be irate, but I managed to keep from violence with a conciliatory tone, kind words, and buying the occasional drink.  The real money was in taking bets on impossible “trick” shots, which went on until midnight.  Best of all, no one so much as commented on my black kilt, so I knew I was dressed in a non-weird fashion. 
 
    Afterward, we found an all-night gas station and fed Bronze.  She needed feeding.  Her car was now black and lacked any fender damage. 
 
    “Stop that.  This is temporary!  Save your energies,” I told her, still pumping gas. 
 
    She pointed out how a stolen green car with bent fenders attracts more attention than an intact black one. 
 
    “Fine, you have more horse sense than I do.  Wait here.  I’m going inside to buy a map.” 
 
    I bought the map and we parked near a phone booth.  I stole the phone book and sat in the front seat to listen to the radio and flip through the yellow pages.  Library, check… Electronics stores, check… Scientific supply houses, no, but there was a university.  They might have iridium, ruthenium, and osmium.  Not much, perhaps, but they would also know where to obtain it.  The tricky part would be to get the proper metalworking equipment to make orichalcum wire… 
 
    Bronze honked her horn.  Orichalcum wire wasn’t an issue as long as I could feed her.  After all, what were her mane and tail made of, again? 
 
    “I know that,” I told her.  “I didn’t want to presume.” 
 
    It’s just another body to her.  One she likes, yes, but a favorite suit of clothes is still only a suit of clothes.  Feed it and she’ll grow more of it. 
 
    “All right.  I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    The radio played a lot of music I didn’t recognize.  Not surprising, since the world was so different.  I recognized some of the artists, though.  ELO, the Eagles, the Steve Miller Band, Stevie Wonder, Elvis… 
 
    Is there a market, I wonder, for songs artists never wrote, never performed?  I mean, what is a recording of the 1977 hit, “The Night is Hot,” as performed by Elvis, actually worth?  Probably quite a lot, but how would I turn it from a reel of tape into physical cash?  I’d need to know who to sell it to and I don’t.  There’s a lot of money to be had, I’m sure, but it’s trouble I don’t need.  I’ll stick to more liquid commodities. 
 
    I’m going to have to put together a gemstone-making setup again.  The phone book has pawnshops advertising “Gold, Silver, and Jewelry.”  I really should have thought to bring some along.  My pet rock could have provided a couple of pounds of gold, silver, and precious stones. 
 
    So, electric motors, orichalcum wire, rare-earth elements, a power outlet, and some private place to work… 
 
    Maybe not the private place to work.  Some of the news bulletins on the radio were less than comforting.  While the summit was going on, troops were moving along the border of Great Russia and Great Germany, which told me they shared a border.  Tensions were high.  The Chancellor of Great Germany said any attempt by troops of His Imperial Majesty the Emperor of Great Russia to cross the border would be met with overwhelming force.  The spokesman for Great Russia replied with rhetoric about how the territories illegally annexed in eastern Europe were, by right, by tradition, by language, and by culture inherently Russian, and continued obstinacy could only lead to “unfortunate outcomes.” 
 
    I’m not sure I want to stay here.  I need to do some shopping, possibly some stealing.  At minimum, I’d like at least two more big crystals.  Interuniversal gates are a pain. 
 
    Jewelry shops, check.  I wonder if they have any large, cheap rocks?  Cut quartz, perhaps?  Maybe some of the larger semi-precious stones?  I don’t need jewels for this.  Simple, regular crystal lattices will do perfectly well.  I should probably carry around a wire loop and enough charged crystals for an emergency evacuation.  If a civil defense alert sounds off about incoming bombers—Take shelter!  Take shelter!—I want to be able to bail. 
 
    Bronze rumbled away from the pumps while I consulted the map. 
 
      
 
    There were several places with jewelry, but, contrary to what they’ll tell you, size matters.  Diamonds, rubies, emeralds, and so on are all pretty stones, and all rather small.  They’re fine for data storage, such as a spell, but for power to funnel through it, you need something big.  Clear quartz can be pretty darn sizable, but it’s not usually kept with the jewels.  It took a while to find something I could use.  It turns out topaz can be moderately large, making it a good storage medium. 
 
    We made our getaway before the cops arrived.  Mary wouldn’t have tripped the alarm, but Mary wouldn’t have stopped looking for them after she found the first one. 
 
    For the rest of the night, we lurked in a downtown parking lot.  I treated my new acquisitions, jiggering their crystalline matrices to remove impurities and irregularities before enchanting them into batteries.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seattle, Friday, September 9th, 1977 
 
      
 
    In the small hours of the morning, I got a room in a motel.  I started by trying a hotel, but they wanted some form of identification.  They didn’t need a credit card, though.  Perhaps their computers and computer networks aren’t far enough along. 
 
    The motel was willing to accept cash without asking too many questions. 
 
    All my crystals are charging, albeit slowly.  I took a shower and did my sunrise routine.  Since the room had a radio—no television—I left it on, listening to the news.  It’s not that I expect an all-out conflict to erupt without warning.  In the event the locals decide to have it out, I’m sure the major devastation will start in Europe and spread from there.  It should give me time to run like hell back to where we’ve stashed Bronze’s primary body and make our exit from this world.  I do want as much warning as I can get, especially since I’m not sure I have enough charge to open a Bronze-sized gate for more than a second or two. 
 
    Even so, it’ll probably be okay.  I’m reasonably certain they’re not about to go for a massive, first-strike launch.  The radio and newspapers say there’s diplomacy happening.  Nobody’s going home in a huff, so it should be fine for a while, at least.  Other things on the radio were helpful for getting a generalized flavor of the place, although I can’t think of a specific example at the moment. 
 
    I didn’t like leaving my crystal collection in the motel room, so I went to the effort of hanging a “Do Not Disturb” on the doorknob and casting a Somebody Else’s Problem spell on the room.  With a little luck, the maid service won’t notice it, much less thieves. 
 
    Bronze and I drove to Seattle University to talk to their College of Arts and Sciences. 
 
    I did not know Seattle University was affiliated with the Catholics.  This one was, anyway.  I discovered this while we were puttering along looking for a parking space. 
 
    Mental note:  Do not drop in after dark.  The campus itself is probably not considered “holy ground,” but standing on lava crust is not the safest way to see if it’ll support you or swallow you. 
 
    Our first stop was the University Services Building.  I picked up some literature, skimmed through a course guide, and picked out the professors most likely to have a use for rare-earth metals.  Then it was off to the Casey Building and the sciences.  It was in the middle of some sort of construction, possibly a renovation.  It wasn’t closed, but it was definitely inconvenient for classes.  Still, nobody challenged me.  I walked right in, consulted an information board, and wandered off to find the academic offices. 
 
    Naturally, the professors I wanted were all out.  Office hours are a myth, by the way.  I’ve never known a tenured professor who was in his office.  Graduate students?  Yes.  Undergrads currying favor?  Yes.  Hopeful freshmen?  Yes.  Nobody else. 
 
    Maybe it’s unique to the world I grew up in, but I doubt it. 
 
    On the other hand, I did find some teaching assistants.  They weren’t especially helpful.  I wasn’t a student, so they didn’t have a responsibility to me.  They felt much more responsible to Alexander Hamilton and far more helpful.  While they didn’t have access to ingots of highly-valuable rare-earth metals, they did consult some catalogs.  It turns out there were two places in Seattle where I might purchase my materials. 
 
    At last, something goes right. 
 
    I wrote down phone numbers and addresses, thanked my benefactors, and returned to the parking lot. 
 
    There was a ticket on Bronze’s windshield.  Campus police.  No student ID on the dashboard.  I put it in the glove box.  I didn’t plan to be here long enough for it to matter.  Besides, I’m pretty sure we can take on every campus cop they have. 
 
      
 
    In this world, they sell rare-earth elements by the troy ounce, same as gold.  The prices were even higher, though.  Gold was easy to refine.  At their present state of the art, the ones I wanted were harder.  Still, this wasn’t unexpected.  Iridium, ruthenium, and osmium aren’t cheap on any version of Earth.  The suppliers, between them, had access to all three, but not much in stock.  They wouldn’t order any, either, unless I paid in advance. 
 
    I understood their position.  No identification, no deposit, not even a checkbook, and I wanted them to order thousands of dollars of precious metals?  Let’s see folding money, friend, and a lot of it! 
 
    My first impulse was to hit a casino and skim some profits off.  Unfortunately, in this world, in this time, formal gambling was illegal.  My inquiries led me to a casino just north of the border, in Canada, but I was hesitant about crossing international borders when insufficiently documented.  No doubt I could run the border, but it was potential trouble and I was trying not to draw attention. 
 
    A bank job?  I could knock over a bank.  My methods would be more smash-and-grab than Mary’s, but if I don’t want the entire vault, just a medium-sized stack of cash, it could be done.  I held the idea as a reserve. 
 
    Later tonight I would prowl alleys.  Street-level thugs don’t usually have much in the way of readily-liquidated valuables on them—it’s why they’re robbing other people, after all—but if they were amenable to discussion, it was possible I might find a less-than-legal gambling operation.  If not, I could still eat them. 
 
    I couldn’t skim money off such an operation without being noticed, though.  Those tend to be alert to winners, especially strangers, and extensive winners may lose more than money.  On the other hand, my usual technique of smash-and-grab should be even more effective.  What would they do?  Call the cops?  At worst, they would shoot me repeatedly, and I’m kinda used to that. 
 
    We fueled Bronze up again—low magic worlds are hard on her mileage—picked up a newspaper, and cruised back to the motel. 
 
      
 
    The more time I spend here, the less I feel like staying.  The economy is going well in the forty-eight states—Hawaii is a kingdom and Alaska is a Canadian province—but international tensions, especially in eastern Europe, are on the rise.  The paper mentioned submarine attacks in the Baltic Sea and Gulf of Bothnia.  Russia—excuse me; Great Russia—has a major port in there and they don’t like being restricted by German U-boats.  So far, the United States and Great Britain are acting as referees, as neutral parties, trying to calm things down.  I don’t think either side is going to prioritize this continent for a sneak attack, but you never know. 
 
    Another submarine problem, and one closer to my immediate interests, is the possible threat of submarine-launched missiles.  I get the impression the sub has to surface to launch them, but I’m not sure.  They’re also not long-range missiles.  The projected danger is limited to coastal areas, cities within a hundred miles or so of the ocean.  I gather rocket science is still not up to ICBMs, although there is a “space program.”  I don’t have the details, since it doesn’t get a lot of air time on the radio. 
 
    Sadly, Seattle is on the list of potential targets.  I am not comforted by this fact.  I truly hope the Seattle Times-Herald is fearmongering to sell more papers. 
 
    The radio was no comfort.  The music was okay, but the news bulletins were nerve-wracking.  Maybe I’m oversensitive, having used nuclear weapons.  The rhetoric, posturing, and saber-rattling on both sides of the German-Russian border—The Great Border?—are, to say the least, inflammatory.  I don’t know who’s right, if anyone.  All I know is what I read or hear on the radio.  I’m no politician.  It seems to me both sides have a claim on the region in question.  And, from my point of view, going to war over it, risking the lives of everyone in the region and, ultimately, the lives of everyone on the planet seems a tad excessive. 
 
    But I’m a blood-drinking monster.  Nobody asked my opinion. 
 
    We went out on a food run, spending most of the rest of my cash on take-out.  At least McDonald’s exists.  Bronze had a fuel stop, I had dinner.  I hopped in the shower for sunset and we went out again. 
 
      
 
    Eight hours, three muggers, and two floating craps games later, I was well-fed, well-funded, and much more relaxed.  Tomorrow, during normal business hours, I should be able to clean out the ready supply of my three main elements, buy a couple of small electric motors, and get busy making power converters. 
 
    Going to Toshi Station would almost be easier.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seattle, Saturday, September 10th, 1977 
 
      
 
    Okay, maybe not today.  Wire was no problem, since there were any number of hardware stores open on Saturday, but everything else I needed was closed. 
 
    It’s so tempting to break in tonight and grab what I need.  I won’t, though.  I don’t know where they keep it, how it’s catalogued, what sort of safe or other secure storage is involved, any of it.  Mary taught me a lot about casing a place before robbing it.  I can be taught, with patience and a mallet. 
 
    I did get some work done, though.  Orichalcum wire from Bronze’s favorite tail made a good start on an electromagical transformer.  True, it was a rather poor transformer without the ruthenium core, but any extra power production was an improvement.  I spent some of the accumulation on a series of conversion panels, as well, surrounding various fixtures in the motel room.  They were thickest around the steam-works radiator, obviously.  The local technology still used incandescent bulbs, so it was worthwhile to put a few conversion layers around the lights, as well, soaking up the heat. 
 
    There ought to be a way to construct a spell to directly convert electricity—not electromagnetic radiation, but straight-from-the-wall electricity—into magical energy without going through a transformer gadget.  The gadget is more efficient, I grant you, but sometimes difficult to construct! 
 
    I’ve got a weekend I’m not using.  There isn’t much of a power budget for experimentation, what with four crystals still charging, but working out the principles will keep me occupied.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seattle, Sunday, September 11th, 1977 
 
      
 
    I may be wrong about the feasibility of a direct electrical converter. 
 
    My spell for absorbing electromagnetic radiation—light, radio, microwaves, ultraviolet, whatever—has about a four percent efficiency.  Which is to say the most it can absorb and convert of whatever is passing through its field is no greater than four percent.  Nesting these spells, or layering them, can eventually approach a total absorption, but it’s generally not worth the effort.  Each layer has four percent less to work with than the preceding layer, so the effective efficiency drops off as each layer produces less power.  The point of diminishing returns rears its ugly head rather quickly. 
 
    Of course, if your objective is to shield a radiation source, you want as many of these things as you can get, as with the heart of the mountain.  The more intense the source, the more practical it is to have more layers, as well as safer. 
 
    What I want to do is develop a spell like a light bulb.  The idea is to screw the spell-bulb into a socket, turn on the power, and have it radiate magical energy. 
 
    The electromagical transformers already do this.  Electricity goes in, magic radiates out from it.  My goal is to eliminate the transformer.  If I can cast a spell to do it, I can bypass the requirements for ruthenium and orichalcum. 
 
    It can be done.  It’s not what I’d call a work of Art, though. 
 
    Part of the problem—at least, so far—is the spell has to act as an electrical conductor.  Electricity has to flow from the live wire to the ground wire.  Simple enough.  But during the course of the conduction, it has to be made to do work, giving up some of its energy to produce a different form of energy.  Light bulbs do the same thing—electricity turns to light.  Electric heaters?  Thermal energy.  Electric motors?  Movement. 
 
    But to get my spell to work, I have to invest a sizable amount of power into it.  It has to be built to stand the load.  The “wiring” has to be thick enough to not break down as the current flows through it. 
 
    Then there’s the problem of the conversion.  It’s based on my original conversion-panel spell.  Imagine a laser beam.  That’s the wire.  I put a tiny panel in the path of the beam, no larger than it needs to be.  Not much of a power investment, there, but there’s still a whole sub-spell system involved.  If I stack lots of them together along the path of the beam, they all take out a fraction.  Those are wired in series. 
 
    That’s the best I can hope for.  If I split the beam into a thousand smaller beams to wire them in parallel, they each produce the same amount of power, but the overall efficiency of the system goes to hell. 
 
    I’ve got a workaround, I think.   
 
    If I spend enough power to build the basic spell—step one—and spend enough time and effort to build a self-replicating power panel—step two—I can, in essence, plug the spell into a power source and get four percent of the available power converted into magic. 
 
    This is not worthwhile for any immediate use.  A typical wall outlet doesn’t produce enough juice.  Bigger outlets need correspondingly bigger spell structures to handle the load, so they take about as along to reach the break-even point because the investment is greater. 
 
    However… 
 
    If the conversion panel—the teeny-tiny conversion panel, barely bigger than the spell-based wire—is a self-replicating panel, it can produce another one like itself in series along the spell’s conversion track.  The two of them then produce a third, and the three produce a fourth, and so on.  After a while, you’ve got twenty, thirty, a hundred of the things, all feeding on whatever the main source is. 
 
    It takes a while.  If I’m not in a hurry, don’t have an electromagical transformer, and do have a power outlet, it’s dandy.  For long-term projects in low-magic worlds, it’s probably worth it.  Otherwise—much like the solar conversion panels—it’s too much time and effort for the return.  Oh, the injustice of it all.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seattle, Monday, September 12th, 1977 
 
      
 
    I went down to buy some materials.  They remembered me from my Friday visit and were only too happy to take cash.  I bought what they had, thanked them politely, and left. 
 
    Back in my motel room, I swore repeatedly, cut my hands a couple of times, cast several spells to reshape flesh and metal, and finally replaced the cores in my transformers, turning two into magical powerhouses and one into a spiritual manifestation generator.  It’s a far cry from the divinity dynamo Diogenes and I developed, but it’ll have to do for now.  I don’t have the resources to build an osmium tube; I’m barely able to get an ingot sufficient to be an osmium core!  The osmium core wasn’t tuned, really, but by attaching leads from the transformer to the sigil, it shouldn’t need to be.  Of course, the output of one piddly little generator is hardly a feast, but in a few thousand years… 
 
    Oh, hell.  I may have to live through a few thousand years, waiting to catch up to myself.  Maybe I can find someplace to hibernate for a century at a time.  I don’t even know exactly how long I’ll be waiting!  How do I build an alarm clock for the ages when I don’t know what millennium to set it for? 
 
    Hold on, hold on.  Maybe I’m overreacting.  These alternate timelines tend to have an unstable relationship with the normal passage of time.  All I have to do is get really lucky with one to skip ahead centuries, even millennia, while only a comparatively brief while passes for me. 
 
    Yeah.  And I should buy lottery tickets, too.  From what I’ve seen of time-slippage, the odds are about the same. 
 
    I do need some sort of objective scale of time measurement, though.  I probably need to use Rethven as a clock.  It’s a single timeline and the one location with definite events I need to monitor.  I’m angrily certain I’ll also need to find—or wind up forced into—an Earth timeline where I build a village in the Pyrenees and turn Sasha into a vampire, but if there’s a destiny that shapes our ends, it can bloody well lead me by the hand! 
 
    Ahem.  Anyway.  I’m not sure how to build an interuniversal alarm clock.  I never even got around to building an actual clock in Rethven!  I’ll have to figure it out, sooner or later.  At least I have time to work on it. 
 
    Right now, crystals charging, altar ego charging… what else?  Oh, yes.  Finding a place to set up an escape hatch. 
 
      
 
    This Seattle is a thriving city.  There were no slums—not what I would call slums—and no abandoned neighborhoods.  Simply borrowing an unused house could be done, but they were generally abandoned for structural reasons.  Worse, from my point of view, was the general presence of neighbors.  Setting up shop would probably get me identified as a squatter in short order.  Besides, actual squatters might show up and deface a magical diagram.  I’d have to spend too much power on a Nothing To See Here spell. 
 
    As for buying a house, I didn’t have the funds for it.  I’d have to rob a bank, mostly because no bank would give my undocumented carcass a mortgage.  I suppose I could steal it from various criminals, but it would take too long. 
 
    Bronze and I drove around, cruising up and down through the streets of Seattle while I thought about places to get some privacy.  What I wanted was somewhere to work without being disturbed, and a motel room is not sufficiently secure.  A hotel room has fewer problems, but the maid service is still a major hazard.  They also object to unauthorized murals on the walls.  An apartment might be private enough, if I could get one without presenting documentation. 
 
    Wherever I go, preferably, it should be someplace where my escape hatch into another world—and the destruction of my portal, afterward—would go unnoticed.  It would also be nice if it included running water. 
 
    We swung by the docks.  If a house wasn’t feasible, perhaps I could rent warehouse space.  Did they have self-storage buildings?  Yes, they did, but they were on an industrial scale, not a private one.  If I wanted my own warehouse, I could rent the space, but there was nothing small and affordable. 
 
    I miss my pet rock.  Anytime I wanted a new chamber for something, it either had one or made one. 
 
    Come to think of it, why not use a cave?  Are there caves anywhere around Seattle?  It’s Washington State.  They’ve got mountains.  Surely, somewhere they have caves.  An inaccessible cave has few visitors and could easily have “cave drawings” in it, couldn’t it?  It’s worth looking into. 
 
      
 
    I don’t spend enough time in libraries.  There’s something about a library.  The smell of books, the quiet, the feel of paper, the rustle of pages, the slide of a drawer full of file cards, the aisles between the stacks.  I don’t know what it is, but libraries, especially old libraries, make me feel better.  Maybe it’s being surrounded by the accumulated knowledge of centuries.  Maybe they’re solid, tangible evidence mankind has some inclination toward civilization.  Whatever it is, it comforts me. 
 
    I stayed in the Seattle Public Library until it closed.  I had to hide in the bathroom when the sunset started, but my amulet has a cleaning spell.  The library references gave me a number of likely places to look for caves, as well as information on several hiking and cave trails for tourists.   
 
    Bronze and I recovered her favorite body, melted part of the rear bumper on our stolen car in the process, and galloped off into the night to hunt for holes in the ground. 
 
    As it turns out, there are quite a few.  There are some natural ice caves—unsafe, in my opinion—and nearer to Mount St. Helens, lava tubes.  If you’re not too picky about the size of the caves, though, there are plenty of others.  While the most impressive are hiking and spelunking attractions, there are any number of holes in the ground that don’t really go anywhere.  Mount Rainier, for example, isn’t too far from Seattle and is—was—volcanic.  It doesn’t have tourist attraction caves, as such, but there are places where a determined hiker and his mountain goat of a horse can find a hole big enough to hide in. 
 
    We hunted around for hours, exploring vast amounts of mountain.  Bronze did most of the traveling.  I held on while spreading my net of tendrils around us.  If we came within a hundred yards of an open space underground, I knew it.  Getting into it was often problematic, but I knew it was there!  We found two useful spaces and several more in inaccessible places.  I settled on the second of the ones we could get to easily.  It was farther from the public park trails and higher up, therefore less likely to be visited.  From the look of it, nobody bothered to climb up there, which suited me perfectly. 
 
    It was a big, vertical crack between two projections of rock, with one leaning over to form a triangle-ish space.  It was large enough for Bronze to hide in.  That’s what really sold it to me.  Admittedly, she couldn’t turn around in it, but she fit.  There was barely room for me to slide past between her and the wall.  It made a jagged sort of corner near the back and stopped.  It was literally a hole in the wall, but it suited me.  If I hung a gate on one wall and we could step through it sideways.  It would have to be a bit bigger than usual, but we would also go through it more quickly.  Trade-offs. 
 
    “I think we found our escape hatch.” 
 
    Bronze agreed, but wanted to know how quickly we could get to it. 
 
    “We’ll go for a test run tomorrow night,” I promised.  “Right now, I want you to get back in the car and run through a couple of tanks of gas on our way to check on the charging.  And I’ll pick up some jerrycans of kerosene for our next trip.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seattle, Wednesday, September 14th, 1977 
 
      
 
    I have an exciting, radical idea. 
 
    Most of the geographic features of Earth seem to hew pretty closely to a set pattern.  Mount Rainier, for example, is present in every Earth I know—at least, in every Earth where I’ve had occasion to notice it.  Florida is a peninsula, as is Baja.  There’s a Gulf of Mexico and the Great Lakes.  The Appalachian and Rocky mountains are present and accounted for. 
 
    Is this little hidey-hole up on Mount Rainier present in alternate Earths?  Sure, in an alternate timeline where World War Three obliterated it, no, it isn’t.  In another, work crews came up here to carve the face of a Yakima Nation’s chief and, ironically, blew this little cave to gravel.  There are lots of possible timelines where something happened to this cave. 
 
    But, in general, is it still here?  More importantly, is it a fixed shape and volume suitable for my switcheroo spell?  Instead of a brute-force gate, can I use a brute-force shift and save myself an enormous amount of energy?  The other side won’t have a spell, but, by the nature of the shift, I can only wind up in an identical—or near-identical—space. 
 
    In theory, this could work in buildings, too.  Let’s say I’m in some landmark hotel.  The Waldorf-Astoria, for example.  I get myself a room, get out the grease pencils and chalk, charge up a shift-spell, and poof!  I’m gone.  Where did I go?  To another world, of course—but one with a room of the right size and shape in the same location.  I don’t simply appear twelve storeys up in open air.  By the nature of the spell, it has to pick a world with a corresponding room. 
 
    Technically, I suppose it doesn’t, but to brute-force the connection to an undefined space would negate the whole point of trying to save energy. 
 
    What I’m saying is there has to be a room there.  It might be the Astoria-Waldorf or the People’s Apartments of Soviet America, but the room has to at least be present. 
 
    Of course, anyone in the room has been switched, too.  They may not notice immediately.  The furniture, pictures on the wall, curtains, all that stuff would go, too.  If I do it carefully enough, I might even get the wallpaper.  They’re in for a shock when they come out, though. 
 
    Maybe I should stick to caves.  Hotels, houses, and the like seem irresponsible. 
 
    So I did some work on the walls of the cave.  The drawings wouldn’t go with me, but they could serve double duty by making the return trip easier.  Coming back wouldn’t be a brute-force shift, but a connection between two shift-boxes.  It still wouldn’t be cheap, but it wouldn’t exhaust all my resources. 
 
      
 
    We fetched my crystals and other gear from the motel.  I wasn’t willing to leave it all there while I popped into another world.  First, someone might find it.  Second, I might fall victim to a time-slip.  Either way, I’d lose my new gadgets. 
 
    We also recovered everything from the trunk and found a new place to stash the car.  Bronze might not need it again, but it already had a ticket for being in some national park parking lot for too long. 
 
    There’s another nice thing about societies without computer oversight.  Where I originally came from, a stolen car getting a parking ticket should automatically be identified as stolen.  Maybe I should’ve left it.  The owner would get it back, minus parts of the bumpers.  They’ll find it again, I’m sure.  I can borrow another one. 
 
    I put on my armor and hid in the trunk for the sunset.  After dark, I strapped on swords and we mountain-goated our way up Mount Rainier.  The cave wasn’t anywhere near the summit, but it was far enough up to count as a climb, not a hike.  In armor, I had to use my nighttime tendrils and cling like a spider in a few places.  Bronze, on the other hand, doesn’t climb well, but she can clear a thirty-foot vertical jump.  She can’t maintain a gravity-shifter, especially in low-magic worlds, but she can fire it up in a burst.  It bothers me to watch her do it, though. 
 
    Intellectually, I know the fall won’t kill her.  It would dent her, scratch her, maybe bend a few bits, but she’d be fine.  I still don’t like the thought.  Plus, emotionally, when I see ten tons of metal horse leap thirty feet into the air, I feel like Chicken Little. 
 
    If some climber comes along in the morning and sees a hoofprint, what will he think?  Most people won’t look at the divots she kicked into the rock and think they’re handholds—hoofholds?—for a horse, but a clear hoofprint in raw rock is both obvious and weird. 
 
    We set ourselves up in our test cave.  Bronze turned around on the level place outside and backed in, this time, so she could step forward, stick her head out, and look around.  I stayed in the back, operating the nexus of spell-lines in the diagrams.  For this test, I didn’t need much in the way of specific destination descriptors.  All I wanted was a proof-of-concept.  If we wound up in a world “next door” to this one, it was fine by me.  We could refine our travel plans later. 
 
    Bronze signaled she was ready.  I triggered the shift.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Different Mount Rainier, Somewhat Later. 
 
      
 
    When I recovered consciousness, Bronze stopped stepping on my chest.  I took a deep breath of cold, mountain air.  It beat the smell coming from inside my armor by several thousand feet.  My helmet lay to one side.  The interior was coated with something disgusting. 
 
    Bronze lowered her head and looked at me intently. 
 
    When we shifted, we departed around ten at night and landed around noon.  This is a no-good way to treat any sort of vampire.  Since I was in my armor, I didn’t instantly fry.  Being in deep shadow in the cave saved my face from anything worse than first-degree burns, but the major damage was the sudden thud! of being jump-started from cold undead to almost-living man.  The thinner air up there didn’t help, either. 
 
    She knew I was in trouble.  Of course, she would.  With her tail and rear hooves, she shoved me forward, between her feet, until I was lying on my back closer to the cave mouth.  With her mouth, she lifted me.  Her mane writhed forward to unlatch and remove my helmet.  Since I was turning slightly blue about the lips, she put me down again and did the horse equivalent of CPR. 
 
    Chest compressions, by the way, have probably never been done quite so thoroughly.  It still hurts.  It still hurts to think about.  It’s like having chest compressions delivered by hydraulic press.  A careful and precise hydraulic press, but an extremely thorough one. 
 
    Now I was awake—mostly—and merely in terrible shape.  Since I wasn’t actively dying, she counted it as a success.  I couldn’t argue.  Partly because I didn’t have the breath to argue, but mostly because not dying is generally my definition of a win.  My standards aren’t too high, I grant you.  Besides, I felt too flattened to do more than lie there.  I wasn’t sure if it was the altitude or the squished sensation making it hard to breathe.  Probably both.  She might have cracked a couple of ribs.  A couple of my ribs.  Well, she’s never had to do CPR on anyone before.  I had a heartbeat, so I think she did a fantastic job. 
 
    I tried to activate the healing spell in one of my rings and discovered it was already running.  Bronze nodded when I wondered.  Yes, she activated it.  The chest compressions weren’t working by themselves.  She couldn’t cast the spell, of course.  She couldn’t even activate the ring if I had any volition.  As long as I wasn’t using it, though, she could kick it into motion. 
 
    Fair enough.  I set off the cleaning spell and felt better.  Next, I dumped about half my remaining power reserves from the crystals into the healing spell already running.  I felt immediately better.  The rest of that power I started slowly working into some of the simplest spells to make me feel less like twice-reheated, leftover death.  If I’d had diagrams already on the walls, I’d have tried activating them to shift us back.  Since this cave was devoid of magical accoutrements, I lay there and suffered like a man.  That is, with much moaning and complaining. 
 
    I didn’t feel like standing—which might have been irrelevant.  I don’t think I could stand—so slowly doing a simple spell, resting, and doing another one seemed best.  Mostly, they were to alleviate symptoms, not actually fix anything.  That was far easier than actual healing, and if I did enough of them, I might feel well enough to actually try some variant healing spells. 
 
    Lying still was another good idea.  I would be better as soon as the sun went down, but I needed my biology to last the rest of the day, which meant not only magical healing, but a spell to contain heat.  Bronze or Firebrand could provide heat, but keeping it around me was important.  Shock is deadly, too.  My amulet has a personal temperature-control spell to cool me down, but it’s a heat pump more than anything else.  It’s not hard to reverse it. 
 
    Note to self: use some of the empty gems in my amulet to contain emergency day-shift spells.  I hope and pray—well, I hope—I’ll never need such a thing again, but I should probably be prepared.  I’ll get to it eventually. 
 
    It took quite a while to cast everything, even off the limited menu I was capable of casting at the time.  I had to do it slowly and carefully, with pauses between to rest.  Nothing fancy, nothing fast, all the while letting the ring’s healing spell do its work.  I tried not to exert myself too much.  I drew almost entirely on the last of the power crystals, expending them for now.  We’d shift back some other time.  I had more immediate concerns, like wishing I had Diogenes around. 
 
    “Two things,” I muttered. 
 
    Two things? Firebrand asked. 
 
    “Two things,” I agreed. 
 
    What two things? 
 
    “First, I was overeager.  I had a great idea and tested it.” 
 
    And you’re a moron, Firebrand added. 
 
    “And sometimes I’m a moron.  The second thing is I got so damn used to Diogenes doing all the legwork, I didn’t do it myself.” 
 
    Because? 
 
    “Because I’m a moron,” I agreed, sighing.  “Next time I want to try something new, ask me if I’ve gone down my checklist of safety procedures.” 
 
    You don’t have a checklist of safety procedures, Firebrand pointed out.  Bronze nodded.  It was true.  I didn’t. 
 
    “I know, but by reminding me to go down my checklist, it’ll remind me I need a checklist, and hopefully I’ll take a minute to consider what should be on it!” I snapped, and broke off into a fit of coughing.  No blood.  Good sign. 
 
    Not a bad idea.  Bronze snorted agreement with Firebrand. 
 
    “I’m so pleased you approve,” I wheezed. 
 
    Hey! 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    Don’t go to sleep. 
 
    “I’m exhausted.  Living is harder than it looks.” 
 
    And you might not wake up again. 
 
    “Always a hazard,” I admitted, “but more pertinent in this case than I like.”  I looked up at Bronze.  She helped me scoot across the rocky floor and prop myself up against the more obtusely-angled of the walls. 
 
    So, what’s the checklist for this process, Boss? 
 
    “Are you trying to keep me busy?” 
 
    Yes.  Bronze told me to. 
 
    I squinted up at her.  She was unabashed about it.  I needed to stay awake and recuperate.  Stomping me back to life wasn’t something she was sure would work in the first place, much less a second time. 
 
    “I’m too tired to argue,” I admitted.  “I’ll probably make an iridium ring—a smaller one, this time.  I can use it as a pilot gateway to target a shift.” 
 
    Can’t you just tell it to only go places at night? 
 
    “Not exactly.  I can tell it to only shift if the light levels are below a certain threshold, but if the local geology has sealed the cave without rearranging it, I might still emerge into a daytime environment, even if I’m not exposed to the light—and with limited air.” 
 
    You’re good at thinking up the worst-case, Boss. 
 
    “Only because it happens so often.” 
 
      
 
    I did not appreciate being weak and miserable for the rest of the day.  I had only myself to blame, which irritated me.  I enjoyed even less the opportunity for introspection.  I did everything in my power to avoid it. 
 
    One of my chosen distractions was a spell around myself to concentrate oxygen.  My usual spell repels nitrogen—some nitrogen—and most carbon dioxide.  This version wasn’t feeding a forge through a constant blast of air.  Instead, I wanted a higher atmospheric pressure overall, as well as a higher-than-normal oxygen concentration.  It gave me something to think about and I felt immensely better once I could breathe properly. 
 
    Another distraction was scrying on the world.  I have a small, steel mirror I carry around, since glass mirrors break.  It’s already enchanted with my usual scrying spell, minus the user-friendly portions.  You have to know what you’re doing to activate it.  It keeps the uninitiated from marveling at it. 
 
    I keep thinking I should get a frame for it and disguise it as a smartphone.  I’ll get around to it. 
 
    I dug it out and spent some time with it. 
 
    As I suspected, this was a low-magic world.  I didn’t get as much scrying time as I would have liked, but I checked a few spots.  The world I’d just left teetered on the brink of war, so I wanted to check the local situation.  I did a flyby on this version’s Moscow, Berlin, and London. 
 
    They were a mess.  Mostly, they were abandoned and/or burned down.  New York was in no better shape.  Dallas, San Francisco, and Los Angeles were similarly afflicted.  Seattle wasn’t happy, either.  At least the burned buildings burnt out long ago. 
 
    During my high-altitude scrying flyovers, I did see people wandering around, generally rag-tag bands of survivors, wandering aimlessly in loose groups.  There were also a few small groups of paramilitary or guerilla fighters trying to keep out of sight, but I didn’t have time to conduct a detailed survey.  No doubt I missed a lot of important stuff, but I was only after a general impression. 
 
    Okay, there are people around.  Whatever war they’ve had, it appears to be mostly over.  There was no nuclear exchange, as far as I can tell, so there’s a lucky break.  It might be a biological war, though.  If it was a biological warfare scenario, some people were obviously immune.  Unless it killed in a single day, I felt confident my metabolism would eat anything foolish enough to invade it. 
 
    This might actually be a better spot than the last one.  The lack of organized law enforcement would keep me out of trouble, while the salvage available in a post-technological society can provide the materials I want.  Plus, people will be less fussy about finding any corpses I leave behind.  All in all, this might not be a bad place to stay, once I settle in.  It might be a good place to build a gate for shipping the Orb via express missile.  First, I’d need to scavenge a portable generator, of course, and fuel… 
 
    What were their computers like?  Could I build a new Diogenes?  What sort of robots were there?  Where were the powerplants?  Was the hydroelectric station at Boulder or Hoover Dam still there?  How about Niagara? 
 
    Mentally cursing the low magical environment, I put my mirror away when it fizzled.  It needed time to recharge.  Come to think of it, so did I.  Pity.  I don’t usually sleep, but I certainly felt like taking a nap.  Neither Bronze nor Firebrand thought it was a good idea, though. 
 
    For the record, playing “I Spy with My Little Eye” is not worthwhile if you’re stuck in a cave. 
 
      
 
    Shortly before night fell, I discovered my cleaning spell had not affected my helmet.  It spent most of the day drying out, at least, but the smell—especially to me—was still indescribable.  I didn’t have the time for another cleaning spell with sunset fast approaching.  With much regret, I put my helmet on and lowered the visors. 
 
    There are few occasions when I was so grateful to stop breathing. 
 
    Once the sun was down and the tingling gone, I whipped off my helmet and shook dried flakes of something disgusting from my hair.  I felt completely better, one of the advantages to being an undead monster with regenerative properties.  I went ahead and cast a cleaning spell the hard way, gathering power up manually to save the crystals.  It’s a trade-off between the expenditure of personal energies and the use of external ones, but it was worth it. 
 
    Now what, Boss? 
 
    “Now, we come down off this mountain and see what we find.” 
 
    Aren’t we going back? 
 
    “We may, but at least this place doesn’t appear to have the risk of imminent world war.  I’m guessing it recently had one, so being surprised by an atomic weapon is unlikely.  I’m fond of not being surprised by atomic weapons.  They’re rude, loud, and generally pushy.  They always show up uninvited, too.” 
 
    Says the man with the pocket nuke, Firebrand sneered.  I suppressed the momentary urge to snap at it. 
 
    “I’m the poster child for personal failure,” I admitted. 
 
    I went down first, gauging the exterior slope.  It appeared much the same, albeit lacking a hoofprint or two in the rock.  Bronze corrected this when she leaped from the cave and planted all four hooves forty feet downslope.  Her landing was somewhere between a deep gong and a small explosion.  Rock chips went everywhere while her body rang.  One at a time, she pulled her hooves from their impressions in the rock.  She shook her mane, tossed her head, and galloped down the rest of the mountainside. 
 
    I worked my jaw, popping my ears.  The next generation helmet will have much better hearing protection.  It has the standard stuff, but, clearly, nowhere near enough for my ears!  It’s one of the few things I know I’ll remember to tell Diogenes in a thousand years or so.  I may have to improvise something in the meantime. 
 
    Once we were past the major obstacles, we headed down the mountain at a good pace.  Bronze beats any wheeled vehicle when it comes to cross-country travel.  Even with track-laying vehicles, I’d race her against anything short of a Bolo.  We headed south, making for the ranger station in Paradise and assuming, of course, it was still there.  I recalled it on the other world’s map of the area as the closest point of approach for a real road, a hotel, and a place to park.  The car wouldn’t be there, but analogous buildings and a parking lot might. 
 
    We hit a disused hiking trail and followed it to the Paradise Inn.  Very woodsy, very rustic.  All the comforts of home with a veneer of log cabin.  The staff, sadly, were nowhere to be found.  No rangers, either.  There were a couple of cars in the parking lot.  Judging from the needles—fir and pine—they hadn’t moved for quite some time. 
 
    The hotel was mostly intact, although it also showed clear signs of abandonment.  Broken windows let in animals and weather.  There was no water pressure, no electricity, and no phone service. 
 
    The ranger station was in slightly better shape.  The windows were also broken out and let in unnecessary moonlight along with the weather, but the interior was less luxurious and more durable to begin with.  Someone had smashed in the door, though nothing seemed missing.  I thought it odd, since the station had a number of items useful in a post-war environment.  It had an emergency generator, for one thing, and some radios—short-wave, police-band, CB, all the usual stuff, I suppose.  There was even a locker, unopened, clearly marked “Emergency.”  It had blankets, first-aid kits, and similar gear. 
 
    What worried me most was the collection of bones outside the ranger station.  They were human bones, somewhat scattered by scavengers.  I counted nine skulls. 
 
    I also found a ranger, judging by the uniform, or what was left of it.  Mostly, he was bones, spread around the room and somewhat gnawed on.  Judging from the looks of them, something—or several somethings—had ripped him apart before eating him.  I couldn’t find his name tag, but I did find his belt, complete with holster, handcuffs, and the like.  His gun was not in the holster, but lay on the floor well to one side, near the bones of his right hand.  It still held three rounds in the magazine.  I also found two empty magazines and a lot of crushed brass. 
 
    There was a hole in the back of his head, toward the top, as though a bullet exited up and out.  Say, from under the chin? 
 
    Did a group of survivors try to raid the ranger station?  Then why leave everything?  Did the ranger have something more important they wanted, rather than his supplies?  Even so, why would a ranger kill himself?  Despair?  The radios would have let him know just how bad things were back in civilization.  How many sleepless nights did he sit by them, listening to people as they tried to reach out and find some bright spot in a world gone mad?  Until the power failed?  Did he fire up the generator and continue to listen until his fuel ran out? 
 
    I checked the fuel generator’s fuel tank.  There was nothing but a faint odor of fuel.  Which died first?  Him or the generator?  I have no idea.   
 
    I didn’t find anything I wanted to bring.  Besides, Bronze is already carrying a lot of stuff in her built-in saddlebags.  As long as I wear my armor, we have space behind the saddle to lash things, but the only thing I really wanted was food.  I may not need to eat during the day, but I strongly prefer not to go without.  Like anyone else, I get hungry.  None of the food we found was in any condition to be eaten.  Even the cans had swelled, a sure sign the contents weren’t really food anymore.  Things less well-protected had suffered from the animal scavengers. 
 
    Well, the animal scavengers I could also turn into food, if I had to.  It’s not my favorite way to dine, but needs must and all that.  I don’t know how Firebrand-broiled badger tastes, but I have spells for that. 
 
    I mounted up and Bronze rang thunderously along Paradise Road, headed west. 
 
    “Why west?” I asked. 
 
    Because the last time we came this way, there was a gas station in Elbe, and Elbe was to the west. 
 
    “Gasoline makes you sneeze.” 
 
    But if they had kerosene or a diesel pump, that would be perfect.  If not, then she would sneeze away from anything we didn’t want to burn. 
 
    “If I make another comment about horse sense, will you forgive me?” 
 
    She would. 
 
    “Consider it made.  To Elbe!” 
 
    And we were off. 
 
    We paused on the way, at the Cougar Rock campground and the ranger station there.  It was in better shape—no one broke the windows or forced the door.  The building was livable, although still powerless.  Since it was night and I don’t need lights to look something over, I took a stab at getting the emergency generator going.  It still had some diesel fuel, but the battery was dead.  It had a pull-start, and if a strong pull could have started it, I would have started it.  Sadly, whatever was wrong with it was not readily apparent.  Rather than tinker with it, we pressed on, passing through Nisqually—a wide spot in the road—and Paradise Road turned into National Park Highway. 
 
    Elbe, in this world, was never what I’d call a town.  Maybe it’s the modern equivalent of a village.  It was small enough.  It’s a scattering of homes behind the front row of buildings where people passing through can fuel up, buy camping supplies, go fishing on Alder Lake, and get a hot meal after “enjoying” their outdoors experience. 
 
    I’ve got nothing against the outdoors, in and of itself, but I have a preference for toilets, showers, and kitchens.  I’m a homebody by inclination and an outdoorsman only by necessity.  The more I rough it, the more I appreciate the little comforts of civilization. 
 
    Elbe also had some tourist traps—excuse me, “attractions.”  They had a railroad museum, complete with an ancient steam locomotive and a couple of cars on an old section of track.  There was something labeled “The Elbe Mall,” but I’d call it a gas station and large convenience store.  They had a couple of tiny churches, four different places to eat, a post office, and, hidden behind the frontage, two real streets and the local houses. 
 
    It was all abandoned.  The only thing moving through the darkness was us and the wind.  I listened.  Firebrand listened.  Bronze perked up her ears swiveled them around to listen. 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    Not for me, Boss. 
 
    Bronze didn’t hear anything, either. 
 
    “All right, first things first.  Let’s check the gas station.” 
 
    They had a diesel pump, which was a relief.  They had no power, however, so the pump didn’t work.  I searched the “mall” to see what was available.  Garden hose was to be had, so once I got the lid off the underground tank and fed the hose down, Bronze lowered her head, took the hose in her mouth, and used it like a giant straw. 
 
    She doesn’t like low-magic worlds, for obvious reasons.  She likes them even less when she isn’t in a vehicle.  Animating a metal statue isn’t easy.  Admittedly, it’s a magical superconductor and its internal structures are set up to make it as easy to use as possible, but I don’t think it’s as easy as, say, making an engine start.  The fuel does all the work directly, rather than going through some mysterious conversion process. 
 
    While Bronze drank all their diesel fuel, I searched for a vehicle.  If we were going to be on roads a lot, something with wheels would be delightful.  I did find several cars, but, as with the parking lots at the hotel and the ranger stations, they were all at least a year old, possibly longer, and abandoned to the weather.  For the most part, the batteries were the obvious problem.  There simply wasn’t power to start them.  When I lifted the hood on one and found some sort of nest atop the engine, I wondered which ones would start even with a jump. 
 
    No doubt Bronze could possess any of them and get them to run, but what would be the point?  The idea was to use less of her magical force.  Still, gasoline wouldn’t make a car sneeze a fiery cloud… 
 
    Bronze was content to remain a horse, which settled matters as far as I was concerned.  If we found a place to stay and a decent vehicle for her to occupy, we could park her statue in the garage and she would nap in the car. 
 
    In the meantime, I searched the Elbe Mall again, this time for food I could eat during the day.  I knew I was going to be hungry in the morning, but there wasn’t a lot to be had.  I opened one of the not-bulging cans, but my nose is sensitive.  Come the dawn, I wouldn’t be hungry enough to eat what was in there. 
 
    Should I hunt down something?  Deer?  Elk?  What do they have in these forests, anyway?  It’s night, so there aren’t a lot of ducks, geese, or anything else in the air.  Owls?  Technically, I suppose owls are edible.  Mice?  Fish from the lake? 
 
    Hang on a minute.  During my search for cars, I spotted one house with a roof full of solar panels, bars on the windows, and an impressive fence.  Part of the fence was torn down and the garage door was bashed in, but the security and solar power made me wonder if the owner was prepared for disaster in other ways.  If nothing else, cans stored in a basement wouldn’t suffer as much from a summer or two without air conditioning.  We went to check it out. 
 
    The interior of the house was a mess.  Furniture overturned, windows broken from the inside, dust, animal tracks—whatever he prepared for, it wasn’t this.  The house had central heat, but it also had a fireplace and two small wood stoves.  There was charcoal as well as small woodpiles beside each.  I found the gun safe—open, with two magazine-fed, semi-automatic rifles still in it—and a variety of other emergency supplies.  The place wasn’t a bunker by any stretch of the imagination.  It didn’t even have a basement.  On the other hand, it was stocked to be reasonably comfortable and safe despite a temporary breakdown in government. 
 
    Obviously, the breakdown wasn’t as temporary as he hoped.  They hoped, I should say.  I found lots of stepped-on shell casings and more bones, lots of them.  How many were defenders?  How many were attackers?  Hard to say.  Again, the bones inside were plentiful and mostly gnawed on.  Once the animals get in, they’ll eat almost anything. 
 
    Speaking of eating, I did finally locate several boxes of brown, plastic bags, still sealed—full MRE rations, complete with entrée, side dish, dessert, spoon, matches, and toilet paper. 
 
    Chili with beans… chili with beans… chili with beans… I checked another box.  Still chili with beans.  Another box.  Chili with beans.  Either he got a really good deal or he loved his chili with beans.  I don’t mind chili and beans, as such, but I know they made lots of other entrées.  Even a little variety would be nice. 
 
    As I continued my search of the house, I wondered what bashed in the garage door.  Someone in a vehicle?  Possibly.  But why?  To raid the place?  Fine, but why leave guns, ammunition, food, and other supplies lying around?  If the residents beat back the assault, why did they die here?  Did they kill their attackers and drive the battering-ram vehicle away?  Then why return here and die?  Or did they drive the vehicle away, leaving behind their supplies?  It made no sense. 
 
    On the other hand, the closet where they kept the house battery said the solar panels were working.  We could park a car in the garage to block the door into the house and Bronze could nap in the car.  Her statue could stand outside the garage to one side.  If she wanted to switch, she had only to roll forward a bit to touch it, but could veer the other way if she had somewhere to go as a car… 
 
    I’d have somewhere to hide from the sunrise and sunset.  The hand-cranked water pump worked, so I filled the reservoir in the attic and had running—albeit low-pressure—water.  And the solar panels ran my electromagical transformer to charge my power crystals more quickly.  The house also had a portable generator connected to the breaker box, as well as several bottles of propane to run it.  It also had a built-in gasoline tank, which confused me.  Can the thing run on both?  I don’t know enough about small generators to know if it’s normal. 
 
    All in all, I think this may be a good base of operations.  I’ll need to spread out some solar conversion panels around the neighborhood to supplement the transformer, but I can start charging my crystals in earnest.  I might even establish a gate in the bedroom as an emergency escape.  No, in the garage.  Bronze won’t make it to the bedroom without going through walls.  Then again, they’re interior walls… I’ll do a feasibility study on the garage and then decide. 
 
    It’s a good start.  We’ll stay here until we have a good reason to move.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Elbe, Day Four 
 
      
 
    I still wonder what the actual date is, but it’s not too important, I guess.  It’s not cold—not to me—so I guess it’s spring.  Fall would have more colors, summer would be warmer, and winter would have snow.  At least, I think so.  I never lived in the Pacific Northwest.  I don’t know what the weather around here is supposed to do even in my own world, much less some funky alternate. 
 
    Did they wear kilts in this Seattle?  Next time I’m near a men’s clothing store, I’ll look. 
 
    Since I seem to be relatively stable here, I’ve used most of the output from the transformer to establish solar conversion spells.  Every roof in the town is four percent darker than it should be.  Why the roofs?  Because some of the light and heat will be re-radiated from the roofs, back up through the conversion panels, and absorbed.  It’s not a huge bump in efficiency, but every little bit helps. 
 
    If I build one of those mirrored solar-power farms, they can track the sun.  A dozen conversion layers will intercept the incoming rays, then intercept the reflected, outgoing rays, almost doubling the effective number of layers.  Of course, this will take up space, capital investment, and time.  It’ll also make them useless for an actual solar furnace powerplant, which will make people ask questions… 
 
    Having invested so much magical capital, things are now paying off.  I have a crystal charging up nicely.  Bronze insists she doesn’t need to draw any power yet, but I found a vehicle for her, in good shape.  It’s a big Ford Super Duty pickup truck, somewhat beaten up from heavy use.  Someone parked it in their barn, so it was shielded from the elements.  The battery was still dead, but Bronze fixed that by moving into it.  The engine idles a bit faster with her in there, presumably providing the necessary energy to sustain her, but I think it’s her normal, in-vehicle metabolism.  I don’t know much about energy-state horse-golem biology. 
 
    But her charging up the battery gave me an idea.  Actually, it was an old idea I remembered. 
 
    The alternator under the hood had a lot of copper wire in it.  Copper is the major component of orichalcum.  Could I change the alternator to be wound with magical superconductor rather than pure copper?  It wouldn’t have a ruthenium “magnet,” so the output should still be mostly electrical but with at least some magical energy. 
 
    It could be done.  By scavenging around town, finding other metals to alloy it with wasn’t really a problem.  Pulling all the windings, mixing it properly, drawing wire, and re-winding it—now there’s a problem! 
 
    As an alternative, what about a spell to gradually leach other metals into the copper?  Don’t melt it and mix it, but have it diffuse, slowly, like smoke through a forest.  I’ve done something like it when alloying my saber, although never with anything as complex as an alternator.  We tried it and it seems to work.  The result is an increase in the magical energy produced by the alternator and a slight decrease in the electrical production.  Bronze is all for continuing the process, so I duct-taped some bits of metal under the hood to have them in proximity for the metal diffusion spell. 
 
    Several hours later, when I checked on the progress, the metal was gone, absorbed into the body of the vehicle. 
 
    “Did you…?” I began. 
 
    Of course she did. 
 
    “How long have you been able to do that?” 
 
    How else did I think she maintained her orichalcum alloy in her horse body?  And did I have any manganese, titanium, or zinc?  A little chromium would go down well, too. 
 
    “Uh… no.  But I’ll keep an eye out.  Do I actually need to cast these spells, or do you, I don’t know, just do it?” 
 
    I didn’t need to cast the spells.  Quasi-golem metabolism and digestion.  Go figure.  The spells made it faster, that’s all. 
 
    Well, at least I know that much, now. 
 
    I put an alarm spell on the house for when we roll down to the gas station and fill her up.  I decided to do so whenever she’s below a quarter tank.  There’s still no power for the pumps, but I found a hand-cranked pump compatible with the hose—well, with a little duct tape it’s compatible—so we can get fuel out of the ground.  She keeps burning through gas at an appalling rate, but she’s also self-repairing the body she’s in.  She seems quite pleased with the four-wheel-drive.  The drivetrain, at least, is now in perfect condition.  Every so often, she goes rumbling around town, experimenting with her cornering, braking, acceleration, and everything else.  It’s quite a different body for her than the Impala. 
 
    I kind of miss the Impala.  It was a good car.  I hope it found a good home.  Finds a good home?  Will find.  In the future from here will eventually have found.  Dammit.  Time travel makes me tense. 
 
    On the enchantment front, I’ve been working on my amulet when I’m not otherwise occupied.  I have a couple of spells in it, now, as emergency day-shift I-don’t-want-to-die spells.  They trigger when the conditions are met, so if I drop dead—or mostly dead—they’ll try to keep me alive.  One is a general healing spell, on the theory those are never a bad thing, and the other is a moderately-complicated pacemaker spell.  If it doesn’t detect a heartbeat during the day, it’ll try to make it beat manually. 
 
    I’ll add others, one at a time, gradually, and build up an array of spells for it. 
 
    I really don’t want to use them.  Ever.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Elbe, Day Nine 
 
      
 
    The house is much better fortified and my magical batteries are all charged up.  The back wall of the garage has a complicated magical diagram on it, suitable for jumping through in the event of a catastrophic emergency.  I’ve used a smaller version of it to peek into other worlds and find a bug-out bunker.  My escape gate is currently set for the brand-new, scratched-in target gate in a deep cave.  The rust on the mine-cart tracks tells me it’s abandoned.  I’ve relocated some supplies there on the basis I may need to recuperate.  If I bug out at night and land in daytime, I won’t want to move around much.  Food and water will help, as will a pillow, some blankets, and a variety of other basic comforts.  Most of the hand-warmer packets—the chemical things you keep in your pockets—are there now.  I figure I might need to keep warm in the sleeping bag. 
 
    I’m giving serious consideration to finding a permanent bug-out bunker.  A home base.  A place to retreat.  A lair, if you will, for use when the mobs with pitchforks come a-calling.  I haven’t figured out exactly what I want, but I’m thinking about it.  If I’m right about being locked into a time-loop and doomed to die defending Sasha against the mob, it won’t help.  But if there’s any wiggle room, it would be wise to be prepared to take advantage of it. 
 
    I also have several new spells on my amulet.  I also have a backup spell on one of my rings.  It’s a spell, not an enchantment, and activates the healing spell in the ring if I shift from night to day in less than three seconds.  The amulet should take care of everything, but having a backup healing spell just in case seems like a good idea. 
 
    With these things sorted out, my current project is finding the three rare-earth metals I need. 
 
    What little osmium I have is in the spiritual manifestation generator, connected directly to my altar ego’s self-storage sigil.  I still haven’t heard anything from him and I’m starting to worry.  I don’t know if this sigil thing counts as volatile or non-volatile memory.  If he’s expended all his energy, is he erased?  If the power dies, is he still in there, in stasis?  I have no way to tell.  We’ll see if he has anything to say in the next week. 
 
    While I still have the iridium and ruthenium I bought, I’m thinking I may need more.  The ruthenium is for electromagical transformers.  Some is good, more is better.  I’ve been re-engineering some portable electrical generators to use ruthenium cores.  It’s finicky work.  What I’d like to do is set them up to generate some electrical power as well as magical energy.  There’s a butter zone of maximum efficiency for such a hybrid system, but Diogenes was the only one who knew the equation for it!  As a result, I’m sticking to the pure ruthenium core version.  Electric motors and power supplies I can get elsewhere—or crank the magic-generator by hand, if I have to. 
 
    I don’t have much iridium, but I also don’t need much for my latest idea.  All I need is a ring, suitable for wearing.  Since I know what shape I want it to be, I put a spell on the ingot and told it to be the shape I envisioned.  Iridium doesn’t like being reshaped—it’s hard and not too malleable in the pure state—so it’s taking a while.  I don’t mind it being a gradual process.  Eventually, it’s going to be a high-efficiency spy-gate for peeking into other worlds. 
 
    With everything charged up, I’ve searched the other structures in town for jewelry.  A spell containment crystal only contains information.  It doesn’t need to be large.  For brute power, on the other hand, size matters.  There are any number of tiny stones available in jewelry boxes around the village, but only a few large crystals.  I’m installing the smaller gems in the wall to power my escape-gate, since they’re impractical for most other purposes.  The larger crystals are also getting mounted on the wall, mostly because I don’t believe in underpowering my evacuation.  I’d rather have a ready gate here, with its own power supply.  I might come running up to it after using my own crystal batteries.  I might leap through it and find I need power on the other side.  Although, thinking ahead, I did put two of the crystals I found here in my abandoned mine, along with spells to help them charge. 
 
    I’m learning. 
 
    While roaming around town and poking my nose into abandoned houses, I found only a few bodies.  When I say bodies, I mean gnawed-on skeletons.  I’m starting to think these people died from some sort of plague.  If it spread enough to send most people to hospitals or emergency camps, those who refused to leave—there are always some who won’t go—would mostly die at home.  All it takes is for looters to kick open the door and animals will get in. 
 
    The only problem with my hypothesis is the strange nature of the houses.  There are generally two types of house.  First, there’s the boarded-up, walled-in, barricaded-door type.  These are relatively rare and, without exception, have been broken into.  In the second, more common type, the door is open, or at least unlocked, with no obvious signs of forced entry.  If people relocated to quarantine camps, why didn’t they lock up when they left?  And if they did, who was left behind to force their way into the locked and barricaded houses?  The military? 
 
    I still haven’t found anything like the last newspaper before the breakdown, but Elbe isn’t exactly a bustling metropolis, either. 
 
    I’m planning a trip into the next real town—Eatonville—to see if the plague-victim pattern holds, and to see if they have a library.  I’d like to see what they have in their periodicals section.  Maybe they have a newspaper vending machine that’s survived the weather, too.  And, to be frank, find more food.  Even with a sensory-damping spell, after a week the chili and beans are starting to go down hard.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Elbe, Day Ten 
 
      
 
    I’ve got a Nothing To See Here spell on the house in the hope any wandering looters will pay it no attention.  It’s not a particularly powerful effect, but my base of operations is one house among many.  With a little luck, any individual scavenger will simply pick another.  Even with a group of scavengers, individuals should think someone else already looted it.  We even moved Bronze’s statue down the hill and across the road from the gas station, leaving it where it could be mistaken for actual statuary.  This made it easier for the house to be inconspicuous. 
 
    It hasn’t been looted in over a year, but now that I’m living there, I expect a dozen roaming bands of scavengers to hit Elbe and make it theirs.  I don’t necessarily object as long as I get left alone.  I’ll settle for it being lightly scavenged as long as it remains mostly intact.  I’ve got a lot of not-very-perceptible things going on in there.  Most of my spells are invisible to untrained eyes!  And, frankly, if someone steals a few boxes of chili-with-beans, I won’t be too upset. 
 
    Eatonville is only about ten or fifteen miles from Elbe.  It’s actually a town—an abandoned town—with real streets and everything.  First thing in the morning, Bronze drove the truck and I went along for the ride.  I wore my armor on the theory that anyone we met might be of the shoot first, ask later sort.  Firebrand and my saber rode in the passenger seat.  Whoever owned the truck before didn’t spring for the optional seats for sword-wearers.  There wasn’t even a rifle rack! 
 
    We stopped at the Shell station for a top-up.  I had to use our hand-cranked pump.  Eatonville was also without power.  I made a note to find some sort of barrels.  If we were going to stay in Elbe, we should transfer fuel to the holding tank there. 
 
    The Shell station was out of food, but the broken windows and doors meant someone probably took it.  Stands were knocked over and litter was everywhere.  One toothbrush, still in the package, lay on the counter. 
 
    When was the last time I used a toothbrush?  Sometime in Apocalyptica, probably.  I regenerate, so dental hygiene is mainly to avoid bad breath, which is a serious consideration considering some of the things I eat.  Then again, my teeth are sharp, so toothbrushes don’t last long. 
 
    As we drove around town, I was impressed at the capabilities of scavengers.  There were quite a few skeletons in the streets, most of them partial.  How many people died on the sidewalks?  Why?  The ranger’s skull had a gunshot wound, but until now, all the rest died of some uncertain cause.  By contrast, every one of these had visible damage, mostly to the head.  I’m not a ballistics expert, but when you line up fifty skulls and compare them, it’s not too hard to spot the difference between shotgun—buckshot or slugs—and the rifle and pistol rounds. 
 
    Yes, I lined up fifty skulls for comparison.  Fifty-two, to be exact.  I’m allowed to be curious.  The dead people didn’t raise any objections. 
 
    During the course of my examination, something about the way they were distributed seemed strange.  I drew out my mirror and took a bird’s-eye view of the scene. 
 
    They were all on Iron Street, a dead-end lane leading to some light woods.  From the way the skeletons were strewn about, I guessed they came down the street, around someone’s privacy fence, and into view of the house at the end.  The first fell as they came into view, with more falling as they approached the house. 
 
    The house itself was a ruin.  The front door was lying on the floor inside, all four front windows were broken out, and the chain-link fence torn down from around what was probably once a carport. 
 
    I picked my way through the wreckage.  Skulls with head wounds grinned at me.  The interior walls also suffered somewhat.  Sheet rock and paneling were crunched and splintered, as though something large forced its way through doorways and down the hall.  A grumpy Torvil, armored up and carrying a shield, might have done similar damage. 
 
    The bones in the house were somewhat better-protected from the elements, but they were still picked clean and gnawed on, same as all the others. 
 
    The rest of the house held nothing of great value to me.  Traditional valuables, yes—a jewelry box, probably some money, all the usual things—but nothing useful.  Behind the broken-down door to the bedroom, amid the scattered bones, I did find a shotgun, two rifles, and a pair of handguns, but there was not a single round of ammunition.  The door, on the other hand, was practically a screen door from all the bullet holes in it.  I suspect someone opened fire from the house windows, retreated into the bedroom, fired through the door at their attackers, and finally ran out of ammunition. 
 
    No doubt their bones are still in the room.  I didn’t sort them out. 
 
      
 
    Some of my curiosity was satisfied—or, rather, some of my questions—as we toured the town.  Most of the houses conformed to the existing pattern, either left open or barricaded in.  Some of the barricaded houses, though, were broken into by force, as with a bulldozer or some other brute-force appliance, while others were broken out of, as though the people inside were desperately trying to escape.  Fire, perhaps?  No signs of it in the two houses where the people broke out. 
 
    Strange. 
 
    Still, Eatonville had a library.  Nobody bothered to break into it, and it was locked.  No problems there.  I’ve broken into libraries with better defenses.  I didn’t even cut anything.  At night, I’d move pins with my tendrils.  Today, with the sun up, I tried it with my more limited psychic powers.  I discovered I have to see the things I’m trying to move, so manipulating the pins wasn’t feasible.  I spent a few minutes constructing a lockpicking spell to do the same thing. 
 
    Bronze reversed so her tailgate blocked the door.  If something horrible happened, this would allow me to come screaming out, leap into the bed of the truck, and be immediately in motion.  In anticipation of something horrible, I belted on Firebrand and my saber. 
 
    The periodicals section was poorly lit, but it had neat arrangements of various newspapers.  The area out by the front desk also had a few papers not yet catalogued.  I gathered it all together, stole a tall stool, and took everything outside.  The stool went in the bed of Bronze’s truck while I laid out the papers on the roof of the cab, like a desk.  I had to turn sideways and lean on the headache rack, but it worked pretty well. 
 
    Ever read a post-apocalyptic zombie novel?  You know how it goes.  There’s an outbreak of zombification.  People pooh-pooh the idea.  It spreads.  People react vigorously.  It keeps spreading.  There’s panic.  Martial law is declared.  Society and social institutions fail.  And the downward spiral continues. 
 
    Of course, the papers only told the story to a point.  Once the editor runs for his hunting cabin, or the power goes out, or the delivery systems break down, the paper stops. 
 
    I’ve seen zombies in other worlds.  Magically-animated corpses, at any rate.  Given the low magical environment, I doubt any zombies around here are the undead sort, but then, I’m a vampire.  What do I know?  There could be a curséd pyramid (which is worse than a merely cursed pyramid) some enterprising would-be Howard Carter opened.  The papers didn’t say.  It did make me wonder about the bands of rag-tag survivors I glimpsed in my mirror.  Were those zombie squads, roaming around looking for brains?  The guerrillas, at least, were probably human survivors.  But what kind of zombies am I dealing with?  The papers drew conclusions about some sort of new flu shot being the cause, but were they right?  Are these things dangerous enough—to me—to be a deal-breaker for this world? 
 
    Well, there was only one thing to do.  Okay, maybe two or three things I could do, but the one I chose was to build a zombie trap. 
 
      
 
    There are several considerations in any zombie apocalypse.  How fast are these zombies?  How numerous?  How smart?  Are they contagious by bite, by claws, or is everyone infected and going to get up again shortly after dying?  Can you kill them normally, or only with a headshot, or do you cut them to pieces and the pieces keep moving? 
 
    I hadn’t seen any zombies up close and personal, but perhaps that wasn’t so unusual.  After all, how noticeable was I?  I was, essentially, one guy, fairly unobtrusive, wandering around in the hinterlands.  Maybe I simply haven’t come across one.  Maybe we did, but we blasted straight past it before it could finish sitting up, raising its arms, and groaning theatrically at us.  We might not have noticed.  It all comes down to what kind of zombies we’re talking about. 
 
    Now, though, we’re going to attract some.  Not to Elbe, of course, but to Eatonville.  I figured the larger town might have more zombies in the vicinity, but I certainly didn’t want to draw any toward my current lair.  So we searched the town, especially the car dealerships.  One of them had a multiplex searchlight—the thing they park out front so it sends waving beams of light into the night sky to advertise a sale.  If it worked on potential customers, it ought to work on zombies. 
 
    Personally, I found it either ironic or amusing or both.  The dealership was “Sunshine Motors.” 
 
    Finding a working generator was even easier.  Sheltered inside a hardware store, the three I found were in perfect working order.  I loaded one into the truck bed and Bronze towed the lights.  We stopped to fill the generator’s tank, Bronze’s tank, and some spare gas cans before we set up on the fifty-yard line of the Eatonville High School football field. 
 
    Bronze backed into a residential garage across the street from the field.  I hid in the house to avoid the sunset.  While I sweated and waited for my transformation to finish, I realized continuing to hide in the house was probably a good idea for the whole zombie-hunting scheme.  We could lurk in the nearby woods, sure, but what if the zombies came from that direction?  At least they could walk around a house without knowing we were there. 
 
    After dark, I went out, started up the generator and the lights, and retreated to the house to wait. 
 
      
 
    About three in the morning I went out to top up the generator’s fuel tank. 
 
    One of the problems with my plan—well, not a problem, exactly—was the time it might take.  Sure, the lights were visible for miles, but how many zombies were in range to see them?  How many were in forests and couldn’t even see the sky?  Of those who could see the lights, would they come straight here at a dead run?  Would they shuffle slowly?  Would they fall down a lot or step over obstacles?  Bronze and I could wait for days and never see one, or one could show up any second. 
 
    Bronze suggested she could keep an eye on things.  She’s a truck.  Zombies aren’t too interested in trucks.  In the meantime, I could go back to the library. 
 
    The temptation to sit and read was overpowering.  I gave in to it.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eatonville, Day Eleven 
 
      
 
    Bronze alerted me to the presence of zombies in the early morning.  I’d already had my transformation to daytime in the library’s bathroom and cleaned up after myself.  I was sitting under a skylight, reading my way through the Steel Empires book series—I find vampires with swords strangely entertaining—when she informed me of trouble. 
 
    I put the current book aside and headed for the school, taking care to be sneaky.  If zombies were starting to show up, they might be coming from any direction.  I didn’t want to find out how a zombie bite mixed with vampire blood.  Could it kill me during the day?  Would I wind up a shambling, mindless creature while the sun was up?  Would I know to get under cover for sunset?  Or would my nighttime metabolism burn out the zombification?  How would it work? 
 
    Testing it by being bitten did not seem the best course. 
 
    I crept up on the football field until I had a line of sight on the searchlights and the generator.  Sure enough, zombies were milling around it.  I guessed the count to be around fifteen. 
 
    There were a few… oddities?… about them.  At least, to me.  I visualize zombies as rotting corpses shuffling about until they detect a human, then they shamble toward the human in an attempt to grab him and eat him.  They might groan loudly, alerting other zombies in the area about food, so everyone closes in on the panicking human.  It’s the generally-accepted stuff. 
 
    These weren’t rotting.  It looked, for the most part, like a group of ragged, post-apocalyptic survivors.  Some were wounded, most were gaunt, but they weren’t rotting, walking dead.  Some of them were sitting by the generator.  One had his head resting on part of it, as though listening to it operate.  Most were looking at the still-moving searchlights.  A few reached out to touch them and got their hands batted away by the mechanism.  They didn’t seem to mind, but kept reaching out to be slapped away again. 
 
    Those were the unexceptional ones.  The exception was bigger. 
 
    Much bigger. 
 
    Towering over the rest at eight feet tall, it put me in mind of an ogre.  It was too wide and thick for a Knight of Shadow.  The head looked jammed down into the neck.  I wondered if it could turn its head.  The shoulders were at least a yard across and everything else about it was equally thick.  The arms alone had to weigh more than most of its companions.  It stared vacantly at the moving lights like all the rest. 
 
    Moments later, one of the smaller ones—one of the average-sized ones—swung around like a hound catching a scent.  It looked right at me and shrieked like a banshee warning of an upcoming death, possibly mine.  I felt it in my head like knife stabbing up through the base of my skull and into my brain.  Even Firebrand winced.  How must it feel to humans?  Firebrand and I are more psychically sensitive than a typical human, but we’re also psychically tougher, too.  Maybe I’ll find a human and ask him. 
 
    The rest of the zombies responded as though poked with a branding iron.  They turned toward me like a dozen puppets on the same string and started in my direction.  Four of them sprinted, clearly the zombie equivalent of track stars.  Those four were much faster than the ones simply running, and the big, hulking brute brought up the rear. 
 
    I checked behind me.  Nope.  Nobody.  I could have simply run for it, but after being psychically stabbed, I was in no mood to be nice.  I slapped my faceshield down, drew swords, and turned four fast-movers into fourteen not-movers, all slightly on fire.  I shot a wordless question at Firebrand. 
 
    Hey, I burn things, it replied.  What do you expect? 
 
    You could have gone to the effort to cauterize them! 
 
    The zombies sprayed blood, oddly enough, which annoyed me considerably.  I might find out if zombie blood was contagious to vampires whether I wanted to or not.  At night, it would crawl into my armor and through the fibers at the joints.  At the moment, it was still outside.  Come nightfall, however, and I might wind up with zombie blood soaking into my skin. 
 
    Well, here’s hoping vampires are immune to it. 
 
    The severed limbs, although they tended to twitch rather more than was proper, did not actually move on their own.  I also took note of the fact the zombies did not require a brain-shot to drop.  They did require some fairly serious damage to kill, and they didn’t seem to mind the pain of being cut, but they did go down. 
 
    I was uncomfortably reminded of some fanatical pleasure-junkie addicts. 
 
    The second set, the more average runners, were almost on me by then.  I sprinted away from them for a bit to let them spread themselves out some more.  They didn’t all run at exactly the same speed and they didn’t stick together.  I’ve had some experience dealing with mobs.  When they started to spread out, I stopped and killed a few. 
 
    That’s the trick.  Kill one, step back, kill another, step back, kill a third, run away a bit, kill the new one in the lead… 
 
    It was going perfectly with over half my mob in a dismembered trail.  Then the one with the inhuman scream decided to do it again.  And, again, I had the feeling of a knife being jammed up into my head.  It did nothing pleasant to my concentration or my coordination.  The scream itself was loud, yes, but there was a definite psychic component to it.  It was the psychic equivalent of fingernails on a blackboard.  Normal humans, unaccustomed to it, probably found it intolerable.  It bothered the hell out of me, too, but it pissed me off and made me want to kill the cause. 
 
    If the source of the screaming had been anywhere in the pack, I would have charged.  Instead, it was near the back, sticking close to the big, hulking zombie. 
 
    I didn’t like it.  First, zombies.  Second, psychic zombies.  And now, third, behavior smacking of intelligence.  The shrieking thing alerts everyone.  The fast zombies charge to occupy or overwhelm the opponent.  The slower ones chase after to reinforce them.  The screamer then discombobulates the target further.  And the hulking monster finally arrives to crush any remaining resistance. 
 
    I am uncomfortable with this, and not just because of the psychic wailing.  I am moderately convinced to not stay here long-term. 
 
    Teeth clenched, brain flexed, eyes watering, I turned and sprinted.  The fastest of the zombies were already down.  The rest, I hoped, would chase me.  They didn’t.  Instead, they regrouped around the hulking brute and the screamer, the bastards. 
 
    Far too intelligent for my taste.  At least the shrieking dropped off with distance.  A moment later, when I broke line-of-sight, it stopped trying. 
 
    I, on the other hand, did not stop trying.  I circled around through the neighborhood, avoiding the zombie pack, and kept an eye on them.  They didn’t go back to the lights.  During the day, it’s not as attractive, perhaps, or they were more interested in me. 
 
    How smart were they?  I chucked a metal trash can into the street and ducked for cover.  Sure enough, they came to investigate. 
 
    They presented me with a serious temptation.  They milled around, looking for the source of the noise.  The remaining “normal” zombies spread out a bit, leaving me a clear path to the hulk and the banshee. 
 
    I’ve got a plan, I told Firebrand. 
 
    No problem, Firebrand replied.  I’ll do my best to get you out of trouble. 
 
    Smartass.  Feeling frisky? 
 
    Let’s fry something! 
 
    I switched hands, putting Firebrand in my left and my saber in my right.  I peeked around the corner of a house, hyperventilated, gauged my moment, and charged. 
 
    The banshee-zombie started screaming as soon as it saw me, but by then I was already at full speed and on target.  The hulking zombie-monster started to turn, so my thrust with Firebrand entered it at approximately the right kidney, angled up into the left lung and out through the chest.  I buried Firebrand to the hilt before ducking under the swing of a massive, tree-trunk arm.  It might not run too quickly, but it had fast hands. 
 
    My course carried me past it and right on past the shrieking one.  Of course, I passed the big one on my left and the shrieker on my right.  I left Firebrand behind in the big one.  The smaller one I merely semi-decapitated.  I took the upper portion of its head off, just under the eyes.  I was going for the neck, but I was sprinting and it was a moving target.  Close enough. 
 
    The noise, psychic and otherwise, cut off. 
 
    I heard a sizzling sound behind me and kept running.  I slowed barely enough to decapitate the zombie moving to block me before Firebrand went off. 
 
    The heat flash-boiled the fluids inside the big zombie.  This created steam, lots of steam, more steam than the physical body could contain.  And Firebrand poured even more heat into it, exciting the molecules even more, raising the temperature and therefore the pressure, all in an instant. 
 
    The explosion wasn’t much, as explosions go.  On the other hand, it was impressive as explosions goo.  Fried zombie bits rained down all over the street.  A cloud of steam and smoke blew outward before starting to condense on everything.  Firebrand clanged to the pavement while the lower half of the zombie stood there for a moment.  It toppled slowly to the ground with a hefty, wet thud. 
 
    Finishing off the rest of the zombies was merely a matter of not being surrounded.  No problem.  I turned them into pieces and cast a cleaning spell on myself.  If I’m going to be exposed to zombie blood, let it be a night. 
 
      
 
    I refueled the generator for the searchlights, popped back to the library, and brought a stack of books to Bronze.  She wanted to know if everything was all right. 
 
    “Mostly.  Giant zombie ogre, sprinters, some normal zombies, and one psychic zombie.” 
 
    The two of you may regard this as all right, but I’m not pleased.  Those screaming things put me on edge. 
 
    “On edge?  Seriously?” 
 
    Laugh if you want, but they irritate me. 
 
    “I’m not fond of them, either.  I’m going to take what’s left of them apart and hope we get some fresh ones tonight.  I want to see inside while they’re still working.” 
 
    They think, Boss, if that helps any. 
 
    “They do?” 
 
    Not much, not well, but I can sort of hear them thinking.  It’s weird.  They’re all thinking the same thing, sort of. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    I haven’t seen anything like it.  They all have the same thought.  It’s like they’re one mind, even though they aren’t. 
 
    “I’ll get a few together and we’ll look into them.  With a knife.” 
 
    Suits me, but I want something to shut up the loud one. 
 
    “Me, too.  Although…” 
 
    What? 
 
    “If the loud one was loud enough, it might attract the attention of others.  We might have several more closing in on us right now.” 
 
    Excellent!  Will they have another big one?  Can I blow it up again? 
 
    “I’m not sure if they will.  I don’t know if this is a typical group.  Even if they do, I plan to wait for nightfall.  I’m pretty sure we can deal with a big one then without blowing it to smithereens.” 
 
    Awww. 
 
    “I want to examine them, remember?” 
 
    And if the screaming one summons more? 
 
    “Then we can blow up the extras,” I agreed, sighing.  Kids with new toys, Firebrand with a new way to kill something. 
 
    Any chance we can go hunting for more? it pressed. 
 
    “I’m trying to satisfy my curiosity, not cleanse the world of giant zombies,” I replied, testily.  “However, if I want to study some, you’re right about me needing a plan for keeping the loud one from yelling for help.” 
 
    With this thought in mind, I ignored the books for a while, sitting quietly in the bed of Bronze’s truck and spellcasting.  I know several mental defense spells—I have most of them practically built-in to my brain—but they’re mostly geared toward preventing mind-reading.  Under normal circumstances, they’re also useful against possession.  Sadly, both the Orb and my altar ego tend to bypass all those.  Since they are me, in various ways, the spells don’t interfere.  The spells are designed to work on other things without interfering with me. 
 
    In this case, I needed something to block a direct, overwhelming assault.  The psychic shriek wasn’t an attempt to read my mind.  It wasn’t even an attempt to link to it, really.  It was a straightforward attack.  This called for something to act as… a shield?  Sound-proofing?  A shield of some sort, certainly, as a defense.  A variation on it, perhaps, as a containment spell… 
 
    I recalled the nerve-wracking psychic impulses from the shrieker and considered how best to deal with them. 
 
    Was there a football helmet to be had around this school? 
 
      
 
    Sunset came and went.  I endured.  The bathroom of the abandoned house had no running water, so the mess from my cleaning spell crawled down the drain on its own. 
 
    I sat in the driver’s seat, spells all prepared, while I finished the series.  Well, I finished Steel Time, the fourth in the series.  The library didn’t have the fifth, Steel Shadows, which annoyed me considerably. 
 
    After nightfall, the searchlights stood out much more prominently.  A light fog started, making the beams stand out like search—uh, like searchlights in a light fog?  Better than usual, anyway.  Our patience was rewarded when Firebrand detected something. 
 
    Boss.  Company. 
 
    I slid out of the seat and edged up to the garage door, peering through the dirty window.  A squad of zombies shuffled around the field.  There was one huge zombie and several regular-sized ones.  That’s all there was to see… to mortal eyes. 
 
    Perhaps the term “zombie” is a bit misleading.  These things were alive.  Technically.  Their bodies functioned in some biological fashion, anyway.  They had vital energy, living energy, and a surprising amount of it. 
 
    But in the place where humans keep what I think of as the soul, they were empty.  They looked like a color-blind artist used grey because he didn’t see red and green.  Their vital energies were mostly there and correct, but the wrong parts were seriously wrong. 
 
    In some respects, they reminded me of animals.  Bipedal animals, yes, and human-shaped, but animals nevertheless.  I could drain their vital essence to the point of death, but these things would never satisfy my deep-down hunger, my need for the final, essential spark.  On the other hand, they were also curiosities.  Their vital fields intersected and interacted instead of simply overlapping. 
 
    Normally, two living things next to each other have their living auras overlap.  They don’t really interact a whole lot, but occasionally there’s a ripple between the two.  Some people might interpret it as an attraction, or chemistry, or some sort of electric tingle in the air.  The zombies—I don’t know what else to call them—have a low-level interaction going on whenever they’re near each other.  It’s most obvious around the ones with the tendency to scream, but each of them has at least a minor aura or emanation. 
 
    As I stared, considering them in detail, it struck me they were all extremely similar.  Humans, animals, even plants have individual auras, as unique as fingerprints.  True, plants are hard to tell apart, but anything with a central nervous system is a distinct individual.  These things, the zombies I suppose, were weirdly… generic?  Homogenous, that’s the word I want.  Their individual auras were so similar, so alike, they blended into each other indistinguishably.  Almost— 
 
    —almost like they were parts of a single organism. 
 
    The shriekers did seem to be the bright spot, the focal point of the group.  The huge, hulking brutes and the fast-moving, sprinter-class zombies were no different—at least on that level—from the basic, regular zombie. 
 
    What effect does this have on the zombies?  Coordination?  Command and control?  Or are they some sort of composite intelligence?  In sufficient numbers, do they get smarter?  Does a large enough cluster become capable of thought?  That is, thoughts I would recognize as thinking?  Or do these zombies lack the ability make use of the phenomenon?  Early man had the ability to hear long before he developed language.  This may be similar. 
 
    I made sure the garage door was unlocked and unlatched.  It was the swing-up sort, so Bronze could nudge it open reasonably quietly if she wanted to.  I crept out through the back of the house and circled to get as close as possible to the zombies. 
 
    What’s a group of zombies called, anyway?  A herd?  A horde?  An infestation?  A plague?  I need a word for a group of ten to twenty.  A squad, maybe?  Too organized.  A gang?  That might work.  A gang of zombies.  Smaller than a mob, bigger than a squad. 
 
    From all appearances, the zombies had vital energies.  In short, they were—at least biologically—alive.  I tested it by getting in range and lightly touching one with a tendril.  Energy drained out of it slowly and I tasted it.  It didn’t seem any different from vital energy drawn from any other organism.  Definitely animal, from the intensity.  I stopped after taking a taste to evaluate it, both for any effects on me and for any effect on the zombies. 
 
    The zombie I touched didn’t notice.  He shuffled around normally.  I didn’t feel any different, either.  It might be safe and reasonable to feed on them, at least for vital energy. 
 
    I reached a bit farther, touching the one with the larger aura, the screamer.  It tasted the same as the more regular zombie, but it also stopped shuffling aimlessly and cocked its head.  From its posture, it might have been listening.  I saw a ripple inside it, a reflexive response to my tendril-touch.  It didn’t know what happened, but it knew something happened.  It simply didn’t have anything in its experience to compare, so it didn’t know how to respond. 
 
    Humans—the ones equipped to notice—usually have the same problem. 
 
    I drew both swords and unrolled a cloud of dark, invisible tendrils.  The fog was getting thicker, and it might be a problem.  My tendrils would help me find anything nearby. 
 
    “Ready?” I whispered. 
 
    Boss, I’m always ready.  You should know better. 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    I started draining vitality, weakening them and strengthening me, and waited.  Eventually, they would notice and move to stop it.  Then it would be a simple matter to kill them all as they came to me. 
 
      
 
    The high school gymnasium was an abattoir.  The common zombies were neatly grouped, their pieces laid out as individual bodies.  The fast-movers were next to them.  The big guy lay unmoving, the upper half of his head placed next to the lower half. 
 
    The psychic screamer was in the weight room, held down by enough rope and iron to anchor a battleship.  She wore the football helmet I’d salvaged and enspelled.  When I jammed it on her head, she was shrieking for help at the top of her mental range.  It quit almost immediately, though.  The spell on the helmet blocked psychic phenomena by reflecting it.  She was screaming in a psychic echo chamber.  Apparently, it didn’t enjoy the sound of its own screaming.  Served it right. 
 
    I took stock of my test subjects and my materials.  There were no signs of magic, so that was to the good.  I was probably dealing with straight-up biowarfare zombies, not some ancient curse loosed upon the world or the wrath of an apocalyptic god.  I found this enormously comforting, considering the bloodless corpses.  Where do you think all the blood went?  Come morning, we’d see if my vampire transformation was sufficient to kill any biowarfare agents or zombie-apocalypse viruses. 
 
    The common zombies were interesting, from a sliced-apart perspective.  They were still messy on the fluid front, but I was careful of my footing on the slick gym floor.  They were typical people, at least structurally.  The major anatomical anomalies were in the digestive system.  Their livers were larger than I expected, for one thing.  For another, the stomach was missing and there seemed to be considerably more small intestine than was strictly necessary.  Did this mean they had a better, more efficient digestive system?  Or a more specialized one?  Without a biochemist, how can I tell? 
 
    The sprinters were slightly different, mostly around the legs.  Their feet were slightly longer, their leg musculature more cable-like, and there were distinct ridges in the bones where the tendons anchored.  In short, their legs were adapted to running. 
 
    The big guy had similar modifications.  Everything about it was adapted for power.  His bones were heavier than a human’s and the mounting points for tendons were thickly ridged, almost serrated.  The muscles were thick, dense, and heavy.  Even the spine was thickened, especially around the upper back and into the neck.  The skull was thicker, as well, with an additional cartilaginous layer to act as a sort of padding, I suppose.  They could turn their heads, but not much.  They might run in a lumbering sort of way, but they wouldn’t be too fast.  Maybe about as fast a normal human.  On the other hand, they could probably pull a small truck at the same time.  During the day, they were definitely stronger than I.  At night?  No.  They’re biological entities.  I’m a supernatural one. 
 
    They still hit like a wrecking ball, though.  My guess is they went after obstacles either fists-first or headfirst, like semi-human battering rams. 
 
    As for my screamer, it—she?  Does gender identity matter to a zombie?—was far more interesting.  Physically, she didn’t have any unusual features, at least for a zombie.  I checked with tendrils, confirming without killing; I had more interest in a functional brain.  Enlarged liver, super-long small intestine for a digestive tract, that sort of thing, yes, but she was otherwise unremarkable. 
 
    On the other hand, she had psychic powers.  She acted as some sort of connector, a hub for the vitality-auras of the other zombies.  I didn’t have another live zombie to use in observing this—capturing the screamer took precedence.  I observed this connection-hub ability while she was with her gang, though. 
 
    The helmet contained her other power, the scream.  I writhed tendrils in through her face and into her brain, watching and feeling around inside it.  She felt this and tried to scream again. 
 
    Interesting.  Large chunks of her forebrain activated during a scream.  The reflected echo of the scream also activated some areas closer to the brainstem.  From what I remembered, it was rather painful.  She seemed to agree and silenced herself. 
 
    So, what have we got?  Psychic zombies gathering other zombies to travel in gangs, some mutant ogre-type zombies for the heavy hitters, and sprinter zombies to catch prey.  It’s like they’re a composite creature, evolving into more efficient predators by working as groups.  Individuals specialize, much as individual insects specialize to form a hive. 
 
    What comes next?  A dozen or a hundred psychic zombies get together and develop a true intelligence? 
 
    “Firebrand?” 
 
    Yo. 
 
    “How smart is this thing?  I mean, it knows enough not to scream with the helmet on its head, but is that because the pain makes it stop or because it wants to stop?” 
 
    I’m not sure.  Make it scream again. 
 
    I poked it in the knee with my fingernail, making a small hole in the kneecap.  It screamed obligingly, once, and shut up. 
 
    I think it knows, Boss.  It screamed because it was in pain—it does recognize pain, by the way—and the scream, while potentially an attack, was also a scream for help.  Then it chose to stop screaming.  It didn’t stop because it hurt, necessarily, but because it decided it wasn’t worth screaming if it was going to be so painful. 
 
    “I do not like this,” I decided.  “What do you think?” 
 
    Eh.  They burn, Boss. 
 
    “They burn, yes.  But how many of them are there?” 
 
    She doesn’t know.  She doesn’t have a lot of memory.  I think that’s a major weakness of these things.  It might be able to learn from experience, but not rationally.  Hurt it every time it screams and it may learn not to do it. 
 
    “She can develop a conditioned reflex, but not a true memory?” 
 
    I guess? 
 
    “Interesting.  What if a dozen or so screamers get together, though?  If their psychic impressions interact, can they form a gestalt consciousness?  One greater than the sum of its parts?” 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    What do you want from me?  I haven’t been looking at this thing any longer than you have. 
 
    “Sorry.”  I cocked my head, listening.  “Did you hear something?” 
 
    Firebrand was silent, listening in its own way. 
 
    Company? 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    Someone opened the door to the gymnasium.  I sidled up to the door of the weight room and peeked out.  Someone was looking in the door, playing a flashlight over the zombie corpses.  From the glowing auras, I guessed there might be as many as half a dozen people around the door. 
 
    Do zombies use flashlights, Boss? 
 
    Nope! I replied, cheerfully.  I checked behind me for my shadow, but it was invisible in my shadowless darkvision.  Nevertheless, I tried to caution it to behave around flashlights.  I debated whether I should step out of the weight room or not and decided on not.  Startling them might get me suddenly shot, which annoys me to no end.  On the other hand, a grenade lobbed through the doorway would be even worse.  I stood in the doorway, wrapped in my cloak, just in case.  They—clearly soldiers of some sort—entered the gymnasium, whispering quietly, looking over the mess on the floor.  One of them called out to someone named “Payne,” mentioning fresh blood.  Interesting.  They obviously thought I was someone else. 
 
    “Good evening,” I said, loud enough to echo slightly.  “Can I help you gentlemen with something?” 
 
    Four rifles swung around like needles pointing north, except I was north and they were loaded.  I silently applauded their fire discipline when I remained unshot.  Admittedly, my armor wouldn’t mind, but I would.  I leaned on the door to the weight room to appear less threatening.  Their flashlights bathed me in blue-white radiance. 
 
    “That’s not Payne.” 
 
    “No pain here,” I agreed.  “Well, none of any consequence.  And no one by that name, either, in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “Who am I speaking with?” asked the leader. 
 
    His name is Lieutenant, Firebrand supplied. 
 
    His rank is Lieutenant, I corrected. 
 
    Then his name must be Mike Talbot.  It’s all jumbled together in the others’ heads. 
 
    Thanks. 
 
    “Do you use the magic word in this world?” I asked, addressing the officer.  His inner lights were those of a vampire of some sort.  I couldn’t tell what species, though.  I probably never encountered his sort before.  Interesting.  Biological zombies and supernatural vampires.  Not bad for a magic-poor world like this.  All they need are genetically-engineered werewolves and we’ve got the trifecta. 
 
    “How about ‘come the fuck out?’  That magic enough?” he replied, clearly not in the mood for games.  I noted with some interest he had a heartbeat, even at night. 
 
    “Strangely enough, the word ‘fuck,’ or its linguistic equivalent, is used as an intensifier in most of the languages I know.”  I stepped forward a bit, out of the doorway, to give myself room to move and to let them see me better.  My cloak fell back to hang behind me.  I kept my hands in plain view, thumbs hooked in my belts rather than over my head.  Raising my hands might have been interpreted as “making a sudden move.”  They looked tense.  Not panicked, not precisely worried, but definitely tense. 
 
    The leader—Talbot—didn’t let his mouth fall open, but it was a near thing.  He kept his composure rather well, considering.  He didn’t hesitate for more than a second before asking his squad to confirm what he saw.  They did, albeit with somewhat less aplomb. 
 
    “Do you think he raided an armor museum?” another one asked, quietly, still holding me in his sights.  He was clearly having a hard time believing his own eyes, even with corroboration.  Someone wearing high-tech plate armor is probably not what anyone expects in a zombie apocalypse, but I would think more people would wear swords, just in case. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” Talbot sighed.  I saw the back of his hand twitch a bit.  Clearly, he didn’t like strangeness and his trigger finger was willing to make it go away.  I don’t think he noticed. 
 
    “You know,” I replied, “I’ve often asked myself that very question?  When you think about it, Mike, what are any of us doing here?”  I moved slowly to a bench and sat down.  Sitting people are even less threatening and they were pointing guns at me.  Keeping them calm—both the people and the guns—seemed a good idea. 
 
    “Great, he’s existential,” said the talkative one.  “Very specifically, what are you doing here, in this gym, with these zombies?  Any funny answers and I might start shooting so I can get home and eat some shitty dinner this guy’s sister—the woman I love—prepared for me.” 
 
    “TMI, Bee-Tee,” Talbot told him. 
 
    “I’m a little frustrated, man,” BT shot back.  “I like my dinner.  You know how many times she’s stopped me from going to the Chow Hall to eat?  The food there is like fine French Cuisine compared to the stuff she puts on plates.  I’ve had to throw dishes away because whatever she tried to cook was permanently embedded in the ceramic or metal, depending.  You’re like the gift that keeps on giving, man.  I already have to deal with you, and now I have to deal with your sister.  It’s more than any man should be exposed to.  I fully expect sainthood when my time comes.” 
 
    One of the others—the one with the obvious medic bag—leaned back so he could trade looks with his commander, eyebrows arched.  I sat quietly, amused at the byplay.  They were obviously good friends as well as a unit.  I resolved not to kill anyone unless absolutely necessary. 
 
    “Everything alright over there?” called their fourth member, from his post by the gymnasium door. 
 
    Lieutenant Talbot didn’t get a chance to answer.  The talkative guy with the big gun—“BT”—was still going off.  Judging from his internal lights, he already had a bad day, possibly a bad week.  It was a world full of zombie apocalypse.  It would be unkind of me to make his week worse.  I put my elbows on my knees, laced my fingers together, and put my chin on them to watch the tirade. 
 
    “The chow hall eggs aren’t bad. The hash browns are pretty good too, and the meatloaf is really good, and I missed that last time. Want to know what your sister made? She called it lasagna. Lasagna, Mike. It was green–and not because it was a vegetable lasagna, but because she boiled the noodles in green Jell-O water. Green Jell-O water, Mike! Why? What the fuck is that all about? I had to pretend that I thoroughly enjoyed a lime-flavored lasagna. Man, no one is that good of an actor! And then, instead of hamburger in the sauce, it was tofu. Said she was concerned about my cholesterol, even though I told her my last physical came back perfect. She said she was thinking ahead. Want to know what tofu tastes like? Gooey snots. That’s the best way to describe it. Man, look at me! I’m starving to death! I hoard candy bars when we go on these runs so I’ll have something to eat when I get back. It’s torture by Talbot!” 
 
    “Umm, one problem at a time, BT.”  Talbot turned his attention fully to me.  “And how did you know my name?” 
 
    “Someone said it,” I told him.  BT did, but I wasn’t going to explain about psychic swords and telepathy while they were punchy.  They all seemed more than a little on edge—more than I would expect from a bunch of zombie hunters. 
 
    “Well, since we’re on a first name basis, what’s yours?” 
 
    “Oh!  Terrible manners on my part.  I do apologize.  I’ve been a bit distracted by events.  My name is Eric,” I admitted, and rose, smoothly and carefully, hands well away from my body.  “Pleased to meet you.” I extended one hand in case he wanted to shake it. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, hold on,” he replied, declining my offer by stepping back.  “Don’t come any closer.” I stopped and waited, hand still out.  He went on.  “If we shoot you, I have to do a bunch of paperwork explaining why we did.  More likely all of us here come to an agreement we didn’t come across anyone and then BT here can get to his raspberry eggs or whatever my sister cooks up.” 
 
    “You’re an asshole,” BT observed at his lieutenant.  I didn’t agree with his assessment, but the eggs comment might have been hitting close to home.   
 
    “Would it help to say I have no interest in harming any of you?” I suggested. 
 
    “Fair enough.”  I noted he was not comforted by my words.  Well, can you trust the weirdo to be a nice weirdo simply because he says he is?  Let’s not be unreasonable.  “Can you tell me what your intentions with the zombies are?” 
 
    “Mostly honorable,” I admitted, grinning, “although they don’t seem agree.” 
 
    “Didn’t quite mean it like that.  I wasn’t thinking you were taking them out on a date.”  
 
    “I know.  My sense of humor is a bit off.  Sorry.  No, I’ve been examining the zombies you have in this world.  I’ve never seen a biological zombie before, much less mutating specialist castes.  Reminds me of ants,” I realized, and tried unsuccessfully to not think about them. 
 
    “’This world’?” the dour-faced guy with the red cross bag asked.  “How many other worlds do you know?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I could even hazard a guess,” I admitted, thinking.  “I mean, I know several, but I know of a lot more.” I pondered the question for a moment.  “No, I don’t have a definite answer for you.  I used to have a catalog, but I lost it, sort of.  A few billion or so.  By the way, speaking of things I’ve lost, I don’t suppose you know where I can find a working FMRI machine, do you?”  
 
    The non sequitur took them by surprise and changed the subject. 
 
    “You a doctor?  Biologist maybe?” asked Talbot. 
 
    “Mr.  T, remember, he’s like Payne.” I hadn’t heard from this one before.  Up until now, he stood silently, staring at me over gunsights, but his aura flickered with strange glints and sparks, like static in the sheets in a dark bedroom. 
 
    “When did being a human mean you were a minority?” Medic McFrowny asked. 
 
    “Probably about the same time those flu shots rolled out,” the door-guard called across the gym.  I was still looking at Mr. Spark-Shot Aura. 
 
    “Well, that’s strange,” I murmured. 
 
    He’s more than a little psychic, Boss. 
 
    Is he? 
 
    He keeps trying to listen to us, but he’s having a hard time with your mental bunker spells. 
 
    No wonder he seems scared.  He’s probably not used to total silence from anyone. 
 
    Yeah, well, he’s happier now that we’re talking.  I don’t know how much he can overhear, but when we chat we’re not completely blank to him. 
 
    Ah.  So that’s why he’s staring.  Thanks. 
 
    “Can we put the guns down now?” I asked, reasonably.  “I’m not a fan of getting shot, we’re having a lovely conversation, and pointing guns at people is usually considered rude.” 
 
    “Forgive my manners,” Talbot countered, “but apparently you’re a vampire who is rounding up zombies for what I must assume are nefarious—albeit ‘honorable’—reasons.  For the moment, I feel better holding this weapon on you.” 
 
    Interesting.  He noticed.  I wondered what gave me away.  Could he see auras?  I grinned at him and didn’t bother to hide my teeth.  I hoped he took it as a friendly gesture rather than a predator display. 
 
    “The zombies have they been getting smarter, yes?” I asked. 
 
    “Is that observation supposed to stop me in my tracks?  Anyone who has lived this long realizes that.” 
 
    “I thought it a pretty decent deduction since I’ve only been here…” I trailed off and had a brief discussion with Firebrand and Bronze.  “Eleven days?  Weird.  Time flies when you’re doing your due diligence.”  
 
    “Is anyone else in there with you?” Talbot asked, gesturing toward the weight room 
 
    “No, there’s no one in there.”  Technically true, I reflected, if one didn’t count the zombie, and I didn’t.  I felt Bronze’s amusement. 
 
    “Who are you talking to, then?” he demanded.  Did he hear us?  Or simply sense something?  He still caught on quickly, I realized.  I was beginning to like him. 
 
    “That’s a long story,” I cautioned.  “It only makes sense in the long version and the short version makes me sound crazy.” 
 
    The long version doesn’t do you any favors, either, Boss. 
 
    Shut up. 
 
    “Try me,” Talbot suggested. 
 
    “Okay.  I have a psychic sword and an empathic horse, although the horse is usually a statue.” 
 
    “A horse.  That’s a statue.” 
 
    “Right now, she’s a pickup truck.  Her name is Bronze.” 
 
    “Bronze.”  Ever seen someone’s face quite obviously shut down?  I have.  He dropped this line of questioning like a dead rat. “Fine, let’s forget that then.  What are you doing with the zombies over there?”  
 
    “You don’t believe in magic?” I asked. 
 
    “Not since I learned how David Blaine did the levitation thing on his shows.”  
 
    “Not an unreasonable view,” I admitted.  “Loved his shows, but I was always a Copperfield fan, myself.  Let me take this another way.  Some of these zombies aren’t too physical, but they do a psychic thing.  They scream into your head, right?” 
 
    “Shriekers.  We call them shriekers.” 
 
    “Aptly named.  And the hulking things?” 
 
    “Bulkers, then speeders; the slow ones, those that are left, anyway, we call them deaders. They were the first wave of zombies, corpses reanimated as the viral agent takes over. That quickly changed, and we got the speeders. They never truly died; their bodies were taken over before they went through the process of rigor mortis, thus keeping all their physical abilities, their speed. The bulkers were next; we figure they were adapting to their environment. Once the speeders started dragging down everything in sight, people began to barricade themselves in their homes.” 
 
    “Interesting.  And then bulkers started showing up, breaking in through the barricades, yes?” 
 
    “About the way of it,” he agreed.  “Then came the shriekers to flush out those still remaining.  The signal seems to strike squarely in the flight response center of the brain.  It’s almost impossible to ignore the spike without some training in the matter.” 
 
    “It’s going to get worse,” I told him.  “I can’t be completely sure without some more dissection, some equipment, and maybe a neurologist.  What I think is happening is another evolution of these things, possibly the development of a hive-mind.  I believe the shriekers can link psychically with the rest of the zombies, making larger groups of them more intelligent.  What I suspect comes next is the ability to link among themselves, the shriekers, to form a collective consciousness smarter than any individual zombie.  Unlike normal evolution, these things can, apparently, learn from the deaths of their fellows, adapting to threats without the need for a generation of weeding-out.  It’s difficult to guess what they might come up with after they get smarter, but once the shriekers stop turning up food in large quantities, they’ll have to adapt again.” 
 
    The lieutenant and BT traded glances, clearly frightened.  I didn’t blame them one bit.  Smart hordes of zombies?  They would be worse than mobs of blissed-out pleasure-junkies, and those were bad enough.  They might require the same solution, too. 
 
    “I also think they may be on the cusp of becoming self-aware,” I added.  “This, I’m sorry to say, may be the worst thing possible.  If they become smart enough to consciously direct their evolution, there’s no telling what specialized monsters they may become.  Flying, batlike things for bombing, multi-armed monsters with claws and carapace armor… or simply cooperative psychic efforts.  Your brains,” I added, nodding at BT and the Sergeant Scowls, “are capable of much more than you use them for.  Intelligent shriekers would evolve them into potent weapons.” 
 
    I sighed pointlessly and sat down again, leaned back on the wall behind the bench. 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder how humans survived any of the zombie scenarios.  In this case, though, there’s a clear strategy.  The shriekers are the brains, which makes them the key.  Neutralize them and you slow down their evolution, prevent it from becoming consciously directed.  It won’t stop the mindless zombie hordes, of course, but it buys you time.” 
 
    “Tommy, what do you think?” 
 
    “I think I wish we had a breatine,” Tommy, the psychic one, replied. 
 
    “What’s a breatine?” I asked. 
 
    “Small bug.  It detects truth.” 
 
    “Sweet!  I could use one of those.” 
 
    What am I, chopped zombie?  Firebrand demanded. 
 
    I just want to see how one works.  You’re irreplaceable. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s make everything even freakier,” BT snapped.  “A lot of weirdness going on here, Talbot.  What are we supposed to do?”  BT glared over a gunsight at me.  It was a bigger gun than the others carried, but unless he had armor-piercing rounds in it—to be fair, even if he had armor-piercing rounds in it—it wasn’t a serious threat.  “I kind of just want to shoot him and go home.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard my sister was working on some seafood dishes,” Talbot answered.  “I can’t imagine she could screw those up.”  
 
    I could hear BT cringe.  Given his description of the cooking involved, I cringed a little, myself. 
 
    “So, Eric, is all of this hypothesis?  Or do you have a way to stop them?” 
 
    “You aren’t buying into this, are you?” BT demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m buying here, BT.  I don’t know what to do.  Tommy says he’s a vampire, he’s a vampire.  That doesn’t mean he’s inherently evil.  So, do we kill him to cover our asses?  And, let me add, I’ve never liked that—killing proactively, I mean.  And I’m definitely not bringing him back to the base!  It would be like bringing a bouquet of lit sparklers into a fireworks warehouse.  So where does that leave us?” 
 
    “Tactical withdrawal?” Scowls suggested. 
 
    “Look, I understand you’re concerned,” I offered.  “I like to think I’m generally trustworthy.” 
 
    “Generally?” Talbot repeated. 
 
    “Well, I’ve lied, stolen, cheated, killed, and occasionally been unkind, but I rarely do these things without some sort of reason.  I prefer to consider them last resorts under exceptional circumstances.  Of course, I may be biased.” 
 
    “Is this one of them?” he asked, lowering his rifle.  Interesting.  He was a vampire, so he was probably the best man for the job of testing my trustworthiness.  I’m not sure the commanding officer of the unit should do it, but there are arguments for and against.  I made no move besides an approving nod. 
 
    “Mike!?  Yeah, man!  I would say this isn’t one of those circumstances he was discussing.” BT kept his weapon trained on me. 
 
    “I’m listening, guys.  If anyone has a viable option, speak up.  Otherwise we hear him out.  And I’d feel more comfortable… Eric?… If you put those swords down, over there, maybe?”  He nodded toward the nearest corner of the gym. 
 
    “You want me to put Firebrand in a corner?  Nobody puts Firebrand in a corner.” 
 
    “Did he just kind of quote Dirty Dancing?” BT asked.  I grinned at him.  How long has it been since anyone got one of my pop culture references?  Talbot turned to stare at him. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Nobody puts Baby in a corner.  Dirty Dancing, you know what I’m talking about, right?” BT looked flustered. 
 
    “Drink down that gin and kerosene!” their rearguard sang from across the gymnasium. 
 
    “Light a match and leave me be!” I sang back.  Neither of us could carry a tune. 
 
    “This is not happening,” Sergeant Scowls moaned, shaking his head. 
 
    “Tell you what,” I said, still chuckling, “come with me.  I’ll show you what I found out.” I moved next to the weight room door and gestured them in. 
 
    “This a trap?” Talbot asked. 
 
    “Talbot!” BT barked, before I could make an Admiral Ackbar reference.  “I think you’ve finally snapped.  Of course it’s a trap.  You think he’s going to tell you?” 
 
    “You want me to go in first?” I asked. 
 
    “Not a chance.” BT gestured me back from the door and I stepped away.  “I’ll take a look first.” 
 
    He was in there for about fifteen seconds, shining his light around, before he said anything.  Finally, he called back through the door to us. 
 
    “Listen, I know you white folks are touched, especially the ones I end up with, but this is starting to border on the absurd.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Talbot called back, raising his rifle again. 
 
    “He’s got a zombie in here with enough weights to sink the Titanic.  Uh, and it’s wearing a football helmet.” 
 
    “Go, please,” Talbot encouraged.  Turns out he did know the magic word, after all.  I moved next to the door and waited while he gave orders for the others to watch for exterior threats. 
 
    Inside, BT and Talbot trained their lights on my shrieker.  Nobody said anything for several seconds.  I sat down on a weight bench and waited while they processed. 
 
    “Why the helmet, Eric?” Talbot asked.  Sharp guy. 
 
    “It’s one of your shriekers.” 
 
    “A football helmet stops the shrieking?” he asked, doubtfully. 
 
    “Not exactly.  The designs on the helmet are spells.” 
 
    “Spells?” BT repeated, startled. 
 
    “Okay, fine.  It’s magic.” 
 
    “Aaaaand we’re back to that,” BT said, disgusted. 
 
    “All right, maybe the word ‘magic’ is, at least in this reality, more of the pooh-pooh variety.  Will you have an easier time if I say it’s vampire powers?” I raised my gauntleted hands and wiggled my fingers menacingly. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.  Way better,” he said, dripping sarcasm. 
 
    “Really?” Talbot asked.  BT shrugged and they both turned their lights on me. 
 
    “I have a spell,” I began, then caught myself.  “What I mean is, I have mystically… hmm.”  I held up a finger to beg a moment’s wait while I thought about how to phrase it.  “Okay, I think I’ve got it.  Through technology so advanced as to seem magical, I have applied certain forces to the helmet.  This causes her shriek to enter a feedback loop into her own head, with results as painful as you may imagine.  Apparently, she doesn’t like it much.”  I shrugged.  “Maybe it can learn some empathy, but all it’s managed so far is anger.” 
 
    “That’s why she looks like her mom grounded her from going over to Suzie’s party,” Talbot observed, looking down at the zombie. 
 
    “Yeah, Mike.  I’m sure that’s exactly what happened.  Just want everyone to know that’s my commanding officer right there.  I wonder if they still do section eights?  And you won’t even need to wear a dress.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Talbot asked.  “What dress?” 
 
    “Bullshit.  You don’t know who Klinger is?” BT asked, just as I said, “Corporal Max Klinger.” 
 
    “Why are you talking about MASH at a time like this?” Talbot demanded. 
 
    “I give up,” BT replied, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “What’s up with him?” Talbot asked. 
 
    “Beats me,” I protested. “He gets my references, but the ones you trade among yourselves make about as much sense to me as whalesong.” 
 
    “All right, look, Eric,” Talbot told me, grimly.  “I need you to explain this in a way I can understand and relay to others.” 
 
    “Sure.  How basic do you need it?” 
 
    “Pretend you’re talking to a first grader,” BT suggested.  “One who somehow got his Kool-Aid mixed up with beer and got so drunk he threw up all over his Minion pajamas and married his favorite teddy bear, that basic.” He added, “Or a third grader who likes to pretend his paste is milk, that kind.” 
 
    “Really, man?” Talbot asked.  BT shrugged. 
 
    “If the pointy cap fits, you wear it.”  
 
    I took it as my cue to interrupt before things got out of hand. 
 
    “Look, in a shrieker, large chunks of the brain activate during a scream.” 
 
    “I thought you said you needed an MRI machine?” Talbot asked. 
 
    “To make more progress, yes.” 
 
    “Then how do you know about chunks of brain activating?” 
 
    “I can’t explain without using words like ‘psychic,’ ‘vampire,’ and ‘magic’.” 
 
    “Fine, we’re listening.  Winters!” he called.  The scowly guy came in, an inquisitive expression on his face for a change.  Talbot pointed at me.  “Make sure you recall everything he says.” 
 
    “Why me?” McScowlyface—Winters—asked. 
 
    “Because you have medical training.” 
 
    “As a medic, not a neurosurgeon.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine.” Talbot assured him.  I waved a little at Winters.  He smiled weakly back at me. 
 
    “Shall I continue?”  
 
    Talbot motioned me to go ahead.  Tommy, Mr. Sparkly Aura, took station in a distant corner to cover the door into the weight room, but also to keep me in his line of fire.  I don’t think he liked whatever he was hearing—or failing to hear. 
 
    “Because of the… uh, the science-laden helmet I applied to its head, I can see the forebrain activates during a psychic incident, while the echo of the scream activates areas closer to the brainstem.  It seems to cause quite a bit of pain.” 
 
    “Amen to that, brother,” came from just outside.  The guy from the gym’s outer door had come up to the weight-room door, although he was still out of direct sight.   
 
    “This isn’t a tent revival,” Talbot snapped.  “Get back to your post!” 
 
    I heard him muttering as he left:  “I’m the older brother, who does he think he’s bossing around, wish I could tell dad,” and so forth. 
 
    “I’ve only had experimental subjects for a little while,” I continued, speaking louder so everyone could hear, “but you seem to have psychic zombies.  They can gather other zombies to them, can call out for help if needed, and obviously force people from safe hiding places by triggering the flight response.  There are mutant ogre-types—I mean ‘bulkers’—and your sprinters.  It’s almost like a hive with specialized workers, soldiers, and the like.  It’s worse, though, since they seem to be linking psychically to form a composite creature.  Individual zombies die, but the creature learns and evolves.” 
 
    “Preaching to the choir!” came a shout from across the gym. 
 
    “Gary!  Do you want to lose a stripe?” Talbot shouted back. 
 
    “Little bit of power and he lets it go straight to his head,” echoed the response. 
 
    “The acoustics in this place are pretty incredible, Private!” Talbot replied.   
 
    “It’s Sergeant!… forget it.  I get it.”  
 
    “What’s next?” BT asked, still focused on me.  He didn’t like the report, but he was fascinated by it in the same way people are fascinated by a car crash. 
 
    “I can’t tell for sure, not without more study or some advanced machinery.  I’m still thinking consciousness isn’t too far away for them.  At some point, I think it safe to assume these screamers will get together, maybe a dozen at first, or a hundred, whatever the critical threshold is, and you’ll have a group of zombies capable of thinking.” 
 
    “Safe to say once that happens we find ourselves licking the stinky-pudding end of the stick.” Talbot growled. 
 
    “Stinky-pudding, that mean what I think it does?” BT asked.  “Forget I asked, of course it does.  Great, another visual.”  BT flipped him off.  BT went on for a moment, highly upset.  I assume he was stuck with a mental image.  Pity.  He seemed to love pudding. 
 
    “These shriekers are the real problem,” I went on, gesturing at my captive.  “They already possess a fair amount of intelligence.  More than any of the others, anyway.  It can register pain, for one thing, which implies it has a sense of identity.  ‘I’ feel pain, but there has to be an ‘I’ to feel it, if that makes sense.  This one stopped screaming because it hurts to do so.  I’m not sure if it realizes the screams aren’t going to summon help or not, but it knows screaming hurts.” 
 
    “The group intelligence you’re talking about, any idea the limitations?” Winters asked. 
 
    “Depends on how many there are.  At first, you wouldn’t have anything too bright, but once it realized it could get smarter by adding more members, it might also start evolving big, zombie brains to act as central processors.  The zombie horde could become more intelligent than any human simply because it would evolve faster than humans.” 
 
    “The main thing in humans’ favor is this brainiac,” I nudged the shrieker with the toe of my boot, “doesn’t appear to have a lot of memory.”  I patted the hilt and said, “Firebrand has been listening and it doesn’t seem to remember anything beyond the simple Pavlovian response level.” 
 
    “The weapon?  Your weapon told you this?” Tommy asked. 
 
    “Psychic sword,” I reminded him.  “You want me to go into it?” I asked, giving Talbot a look. 
 
    “No, just continue,” he sighed, resignedly. 
 
    “Good idea.  It knows enough that if it attacks, say, a red thing—” 
 
    “What kind of red thing?” Gary called, echoing.  Talbot facepalmed for a moment.  I nodded in sympathy.  Talbot was having a tough time.  First, there’s a monster with swords, then there’s a bunch of backtalk from his subordinates.  The man had a good tolerance for weirdness and I felt bad about straining it. 
 
    He’s also not sure if he needs to try gunning you down, Firebrand added. 
 
    Oh? 
 
    I keep getting flashes of thought about this Payne person.  The only other vampire he knows, I think.  Not a good vampire.  More the Demon King sort. 
 
    I can see why he’s on the fence about trying to blow me away.  I’m surprised he hasn’t. 
 
    He’s a softie, Boss.  He likes people, and not for their flavor.  Although he’s not sure if he likes you or not.  He keeps thinking he should shoot you in the face if it all goes sideways. 
 
    Thank you for your opinion. 
 
    Anytime! 
 
    “It’s just an example,” I called back.  “How about we say it’s a tank?”  
 
    “A red tank?” Gary asked.   
 
    “This isn’t happening,” Talbot muttered.  Louder, he added, “Gary, you say one more thing while you’re supposed to be watching our back and I’m going to call in to have you evac’d.  Clear enough?” 
 
    “I’ve just never seen a red tank is all.” 
 
    “Please go on,” Talbot said, ignoring Gary. 
 
    “Okay, so, our shrieker attacks, for this argument and this argument only, a red tank,” I began, for Gary’s benefit.  “If this tank wiped out almost the entire group with only this one surviving, it might recruit another gang of zombies and attack.  After a couple of attempts, it’s possible it could retain the memory—develop the conditioned response—that to attack a red tank only results in too many zombie deaths.  It would be conditioned to avoid red tanks rather than attack them.” 
 
    “That could be huge,” Talbot agreed.  Through the whole conversation, he kept his weapon on me, which I thought was a bit rude.  “We saw something like this early on, but if we could make them see humanity as too difficult to attack, that could be the turning point.”  
 
    “We’re—that is, I’m not sure quite yet if it would be a true memory or a conditioned response.  If enough get together to form a sapient entity, it won’t matter.  But yes, either one could be quite useful. 
 
    “Speaking of useful,” I went on, eyeing him up and down, “I can see you keep wondering what to do with me, Michael Talbot.  Let me suggest that while you are uncertain about whether or not I am more valuable as an ally than I am dangerous as a potential enemy, what I really am is a powerful unknown.  I also dislike being shot.  It annoys me dreadfully, and the only thing it will directly kill is any chance of me being your ally.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of words to say not to fuck with you,” Talbot observed. 
 
    “I thought I should share my viewpoint.” 
 
    Whose viewpoint, Boss? 
 
    Hush.  I’m intimidating in a tactful fashion. 
 
    Isn’t that a contradiction? 
 
    Only for a dragon. 
 
    Oh, you’re funny. 
 
    “Here’s my problem,” Talbot explained.  “I can’t bring you back to our base.  There are way too many unknowns here.  You say you’re from another world and I’m provisionally prepared to accept that as the least wacked of possible explanations.  Do you mean any harm here?” 
 
    “Nope.  Just passing through, really, and wondered why the place seemed abandoned.  Then I got curious about your zombies.”  
 
    “Are you empathetic enough to see how strange this is for us?”  
 
    “Oh, hell yes,” I assured him.  “This is unusual even for me.  I’ve never encountered nonmagical zombies before.” 
 
    BT bit his lip but didn’t say anything.  It cost him.  He had what he thought was a fantastic wisecrack and it was difficult to chew. 
 
    “How long you planning on staying?” Talbot continued.  “I don’t want to sound like the sheriff of every small TV town…” 
 
    “But,” I encouraged, having some idea what came next. 
 
    “Not going to lie, you make me concerned, like you’re a giant hornet nest a half-mile from school.  Everything is all fine and dandy until one of them little kiddies gets it in his head to throw a rock, then a thousand little hells pop loose.  That make sense?” 
 
    “The analogy has its merits.” 
 
    Don’t poke the nightlord? Firebrand suggested. 
 
    Consider how badly this could have gone.  Is he wrong? 
 
    Um.  Now you mention it, the analogy has its merits. 
 
    “Umm, guys?” Gary called as he approached. 
 
    “What did I tell you?” Talbot demanded.  He slung his rifle and looked ready to dribble Gary across the court on the way back to his post. 
 
    “You’re going to want to see this.” 
 
    Firebrand?  Do I hear zombies shuffling our way? 
 
    Yeah, I think so.  I don’t hear the rest too well, but there are a lot of screamers, so there must be a lot of the others. 
 
    Any indication they’re thinking? 
 
    No.  They’re linking, yes, but it’s only a… communication.  Sharing.  They aren’t… there aren’t enough of them to wake up.  They’re not conscious, but I think they have enough to do it if they only knew how to try. 
 
    One more evolutionary step, hmm? 
 
    Maybe.  Or another hundred screamers. 
 
    Why are they heading toward us? 
 
    I’m not sure.  I think the fog is starting to lift, and the humans need lights to see by. 
 
    Dang.  I should have thought of that.  If one screamer gets interested in the flashlights waving around in the gym… 
 
    Yeah, pretty much.  I’m not sure, but it seems to mesh well with the tone of the screamers’ gestalt. 
 
    “How many?” Talbot asked, calmly. 
 
    “I don’t know.  Maybe all of them?” 
 
    “BT, Winters, on me.”  They headed out while I waited.  Tommy stayed in his corner, staring at me over his weapon.  I smiled at him and he didn’t like it one bit.  He was sweating and it wasn’t the humidity.  I felt Firebrand smile at him and he liked it even less.  His eyes flicked behind me for an instant and I wondered if my shadow was behaving.  It might have waved.  If so, no one else noticed. 
 
    “That was fast,” I heard from the gym.  No doubt they were looking outside to size up the problem. 
 
    “Lock that.  What about the other exit?” I heard the dull thump of semi-inflated rubber hitting the floor and the clatter of equipment.  “Supply closet.  Great.” 
 
    “I’ll check the way we came in,” Winters decided, and hurried off.  He was back almost immediately.  “Got close to fifty on that side.  From the looks of it, I’d say they’re sniffing around some used foil packs.” 
 
    Tommy checked his pack and didn’t like what he failed to find. 
 
    “I don’t know how they fell out!” he declared. 
 
    Talbot’s response was unbecoming an officer, I’m afraid.  Well, this wasn’t exactly covered by The Book. 
 
    “There’s windows in the locker rooms we can fit through,” Winters suggested. 
 
    “Anyone know our mileage to get here?”  
 
    “Fifty-one miles,” Winters said.  “Why?” 
 
    “What’s our artillery range?” Talbot asked.   
 
    “You insane? —Sir?  Lucky for us, only about eighteen miles.  No way do I want people I don’t know raining down shells that close to us.” 
 
    Privately, I agreed with him, all the way up through the ranks to generally.  Friendly fire isn’t. 
 
    “Just a thought,” Talbot muttered. 
 
    “Don’t let him upset you, Talbot.  At least you had one.  That’s a rarity.” 
 
    “Thanks, BT.  I like it better when we’re on base.  All you assholes pretend like I’m in charge.” 
 
    They moved as they spoke and stood together in the horrors of the girls’ locker room.  I avoided the place, myself.  I don’t have to breathe, but the place needed a power washer, at least.  Maybe sand blasting.  I wouldn’t rule out napalm.  Anyone who thinks girls are all clean and neat and band-box fresh all the time has never ventured into the Well of Horrors.  Adolescent fantasies would be much different if the boys were taken on a tour. 
 
    I stayed where I was and waited.  I knew what they were doing.  I felt their presence with tendrils, sensed a faint hint of intentions.  The frosted windows were high up, above the wall-mounted lockers.  Winters tried to open one. 
 
    “You’re not going to fit,” Talbot decided.  I agreed.  If I shucked out of my armor, I could squeeze through easily enough, but most of them were big, strong-looking guys. 
 
    “Winters, give me the phone.”  There was a click and a hiss, followed by, “Haven, this is Tribulation.  Repeat.  Haven, this is Tribulation.” 
 
    “Your call signs are getting worse,” BT pointed out. 
 
    “At this point, we’ll be lucky if they respond at all,” Winters said. 
 
    “Go ahead, Tribulation,” crackled the radio. 
 
    “Haven, we’ve found ourselves in a bit of a jam.” I heard the sigh from the other end.  I would almost swear I heard, “Again?” from the radio, but it was too faint to be sure. 
 
    “Tribulation, birds are grounded in this fog.  We can’t get you an extraction.” 
 
    I consulted Bronze.  Yes, it was still foggy and misty.  The lights were exceptionally pretty in it, but they were probably not visible for more than a mile or three.  I silently blamed myself for not paying more attention to the gathering crowd and hoped these guys weren’t about to be ripped apart and eaten by zombies. 
 
    “I’m looking for a drone strike or two,” Talbot responded. 
 
    “Hold one, Tribulation.  You’ll have to wait.  Over.” 
 
    “What does he think I’ve been doing?” he growled.  A new voice answered a moment later. 
 
    “Lieutenant Talbot, you probably want to keep your finger off the transmit button when you’re not following protocol.”  The new voice sounded much more authoritarian. 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” Talbot replied. 
 
    For the record, he wasn’t. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We’re stuck in a gym, no way out except through roughly seven, eight hundred zombies, sir.  The majority are clustered around our beacon in the sky.  In fact, striking that—and only that—would be optimum.  Hopefully, we’ll be able to do clean up at that point.” 
 
    “Are you safe?” 
 
    “For the moment sir.  They’re amassing bulkers to assault our position soon.  Plenty of shriekers in the mix, as well.” 
 
    “And the light?  Any idea who caused the trouble?” 
 
    He hesitated only an instant.  I felt him looking in my direction through the walls.  I got up and strolled quietly to the door of the girls’ locker room, deliberately not breathing. 
 
    “Sir, I’m not sure as to the who, but there’s some whys.  There are some zombies in the gym, looks like some experiments were being performed.  Luckily, whoever was playing doctor left some notes.” 
 
    “Anything we can use?” 
 
    “Does my answer determine if we get help or not?” he asked.  I wouldn’t have asked, personally, so as not to potentially annoy the man with an armed drone, but I would have certainly thought it. 
 
    “Of course not.  I’ve already authorized deployment.  ETA is fifteen minutes.  Lieutenant, you’re going to want to find some cover.  This one is armed with four Hellfires.” 
 
    I sat down on a bench in the locker room, quietly, so as not to interrupt.  I don’t like being near ground zero for anything deserving of a ground zero. 
 
    “Roger that, sir.  As for the notes, there’s not a bunch of hard science but some compelling theories.  Some we’re aware of, but some of the insight is new.” At the Colonel’s prompting, he spent the next five minutes going over everything I told them.  I approved.  Their CO wasn’t writing them off, and Talbot wasn’t assuming it.  Talbot was making sure the information got back even if things went wrong.  Good guys.  If I had Knights of Shadow, I might have been tempted to ask about joint maneuvers.  As it was, I only waited until the end before asking about the missiles. 
 
    “Excuse me—not to interrupt—but am I to understand you’re calling in an airstrike here?” 
 
    “Not here, specifically.  Where the light is.” 
 
    “I’m not sure the distance is significant.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you should have thought of that before you set up your little Frankenstein shop here,” he growled, which I thought was unfair.  Until tonight, I didn’t know any people would care, much less send armed drones.  How was I supposed to see this coming? 
 
    “Don’t worry so much,” he went on.  “The drone operators are pretty good at their job.” 
 
    “Sir?  Is it Andres or Verdan at the helm tonight?” Winters asked.   
 
    Talbot’s face blanked and he seemed profoundly disturbed.  His comment was earthy and profane.  BT asked what the problem was. 
 
    “Verdan is my neighbor,” Talbot growled.  “Henry, my stupid mutt, for some reason can’t stand him.  More likely his mode of transportation.  Keeps pissing on Verdan’s motorcycle and has actually dropped a few deuces around it as well.  Verdan came into work a couple of times with Henry’s offal peppered all over.  The guy is actually pretty cool, but I think the machine is so loud it’s disturbed some of Henry’s naps.” 
 
    “Your dog is tired after his naps, man, and because one of his siestas is disturbed we now have to worry about getting pelted by Hellfires.” 
 
    I was firmly with BT on this.  Neither of us liked the idea. 
 
    “I mostly smoothed it over,” Talbot replied, defensively. 
 
    “Sorry, LT,” Winters said.  “I was there for one of your ‘smoothing over’ sessions.  Smearing it into his uniform with a wet paper towel doesn’t count as damage control.” 
 
    “It’s the thought that counts, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure that was exactly what he was thinking all day as he took whiffs of Henry’s refuse,” BT countered. 
 
    “Well, if Henry dislikes Verdan now, what do you think the big dog would do if he offed his food delivery system?”  
 
    “That’s actually a good point.  I can see that dog dismantling the bike with that maw of his.  Ha!  I do like when you make sense, every now and again.” BT clapped him hard enough on the shoulder he nearly pitched over.   
 
    “You realize that hurts, right?” Talbot asked, rubbing the injured area. 
 
    “Every time brother, every time.  I consider it recompense for all the crap I have to go through with you.” 
 
    “Alright people, we have five minutes.  Gary,” Talbot called, waving him over from his post by the door, “come on.  I want everyone in the weight room.” 
 
    I went with them.  The weight room was as good a place as any and had less stink. 
 
    As we hurried across the gym floor, Gary decided to switch cassettes in his Walkman.  Why he had a Walkman, I’m not sure.  Maybe they didn’t have MP3 players in this world.  Maybe it was a classic.  I never asked. 
 
    As he hurried, he found out dead zombies leak.  On a slick gym floor, zombie spinal fluid is like motor oil.  He went “Whoa!” and “wham” and “Aargh!” as he came down hard.  At least the Walkman broke his fall.  Talbot helped him up while the rest of us filed into the weight room. 
 
    The fire doors Gary was watching, now closed, made a heavy, thudding boom! 
 
    I looked intently through them, already knowing what it was.  Big zombies.  The bulkers.  Still, they were limited by the strength of flesh and bone—a lot of flesh and bone, granted—but still mortal.  The wall was concrete, the doors were those double fire doors, made of steel.  It would take— 
 
    Boom! 
 
    —not all that long, I decided. 
 
    They redeployed in the face of the immediate situation and formed a line, side-by-side, covering the outer door. 
 
    “Think they’ll get in before the drone strike?” Winters asked. 
 
    “Case of beer says they do,” Talbot replied. 
 
    “I’ll take that bet,” BT countered. 
 
    “How will you collect?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Talbot checked his watch, marking time until the drone ETA.  The door gave under a particularly vicious thud!  We could see outside through the gaps. 
 
    “You owe me a case,” Talbot told BT.   
 
    BT took it out on the first bulker in the doorway.  He aimed for the leg and made echoes I did not appreciate as his big-bore weapon thundered out.  The leg took it worse than I did.  Whatever he was firing chewed through in a second or two.  The leg cracked and split, breaking sideways under the weight of meat above it.  The bulker fell, partly blocking the doorway, but another one was standing right behind the downed one.  We took it as a sign to be somewhere else. 
 
    “Inside, let’s go!” Talbot shouted, in case anyone missed it.  I drew Firebrand and stood by the weight-room door as they hustled past.  The last thing we needed was a sprinter zipping in and dividing us.  Talbot glanced at me as he went by, eyebrows climbing at the sight of me holding Firebrand, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    From inside, I heard a scream.  I glanced in.  Gary was covered in a fine, white powder and surrounded by the remains of a fallen ceiling tile.  I gauged the incoming bulkers, squeezing in one at a time and slipping on the slick floor.  Yeah, it was time to be out of their line of sight.  I slipped inside, last man in, and Winters pulled the door shut, bolting it.  I looked at the deadbolt and then at Winters.  He grimaced, recognizing the pointlessness. 
 
    “Is this asbestos?” Gary screamed, brushing madly at the dust. 
 
    “It’s alright man.”  BT helped wipe the stuff off.  “You’re fine, just a regular panel, polystyrene, just polystyrene.”  I had my doubts.  Polystyrene doesn’t turn to dust.  It sheds little round bits you never manage to vacuum up.  My bet was asbestos.  The school was old enough. 
 
    “How bad is it?  Tell me!” Gary pleaded.   
 
    BT looked at Talbot, a dark look, clearly asking if all Talbots were insane.  I could tell, and I don’t even know these people.  Houseplants could have interpreted the look.  Talbot clearly understood it. 
 
    “It’s a resin, a foam or something, it’s fine,” BT kept telling Gary.  They finally calmed him down. 
 
    I paid more attention to the bulkers coming into the gym.  I didn’t see a shrieker anywhere.  Maybe they were being careful—and smart. 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    Yo. 
 
    Can we fake being a shrieker? 
 
    You mean sound like one? 
 
    They seem to be the brains of the outfit.  Can we act like we’re the brains? 
 
    Not touching that one, Boss.  But you mean, can we fool the big guys into doing what we want? 
 
    Yes.  Maybe send the bulkers up into the stands? 
 
    Dunno.  Want to try? 
 
    You take the one in the lead and I’ll aim for the one behind. 
 
    What about the crawling one? 
 
    Maybe he’ll follow the other two.  I don’t know how long it’ll take them to get through the last door. 
 
    I writhed tendrils through the wall, feeling my way into the head of a bulker thudding across the floor.  The slickness worked in our favor, now, as they advanced more carefully.  I touched a zombie brain and thought of the stands, of climbing the steps, of getting up there. 
 
    It slowed, paused, turned.  The thing was as close to mindless as it was possible to get without being a plant.  Any thought entering its head was basically the only thing it could think.  The third one, the one with a ruined leg, continued to crawl toward the weight-room door.  I didn’t mind that.  It wasn’t going to get a running start, and lying on the floor, pounding on the door with one meaty fist—well, it wasn’t getting through to us in time. 
 
    Firebrand and I diverted the other two toward the side of the gym nearest the searchlight and, hopefully, the upcoming explosions.  If nothing else, maybe they would make decent meat shields in a game of Catch the Shrapnel. 
 
    “Mr. T, drone is here,” Tommy reported from somewhere behind me.  I heard a high-pitched whine, presumably the engine.  At last, some good timing.  Sort of. 
 
    The first missile was bang on target.  Light, fire, and concussion filled the world, at least as far as my personal zombie was concerned.  I withdrew from its head as the gym windows turned to shattered glass.  In the weight room, everything bounced and rattled.  Ceiling tiles rained down, doubtless disturbing Gary to no end.  I slapped my visor shut to cut down on the sound because I recalled the drone was carrying Hellfires.  Plural.  One was bad enough.  The second missile was no more fun than the first.  I gritted my teeth and waited for the thunder in my ears to die down. 
 
    I waited expectantly with everyone else for another missile hit.  We waited for what seemed quite a long time, a suspicion confirmed by Talbot. 
 
    “What the hell is taking so long?” Talbot asked. 
 
    “Hear that?” BT whispered.  I heard it for some time—a high-pitched whine, growing louder.  I presumed it was the drone. 
 
    “Get down, get down!” Winters yelled.  “Drone engine is failing!” 
 
    Ah.  So that’s not what a drone engine is supposed to sound like.  Now I know. 
 
    The machine blasted into the gym.  I heard two explosions right on top of the crash, so close as to be almost the same event.  I’m guessing this Verdan person tried to fire off his last two missiles rather than waste them in the crash, despite dropping them way too close to the gym.  The floor bucked, people rattled like dice in a cup, and free weights tumbled and clanged about.  I put a hand on one wall, ran tendrils into everything, and stood there as though mounted, which I kind of was.  We waited until it all settled down. 
 
    “Verdan really hates you, man,” were the first words after the rubble settled.  I smelled smoke.  Not surprisingly, something was burning in the gym.  Probably the wooden floor, but the smells of charring meat and what might be jet fuel were also present.  I was fine with burning zombie, but a flaming gym could be a problem.  Win some, lose some. 
 
    BT grunted as he stood up.  I helped people to their feet and cleared away a weight bench to provide more room to stand.  I quietly broke the neck of my captive shrieker, just to avoid potential complications.  Talbot helped, giving orders to organize everyone.   
 
    “The door, BT.  Get it open.  I’ll cover you.” 
 
    He grabbed the handle. 
 
    “It’s warm,” he noted.  I doubted the fire was close enough to the door.  The wire-glass window in the metal door was covered in dust and char, so it was probably only warm from a splash of fuel or something, now burned out.  If there was an ongoing fire, the light would still shine through.  Unless a wave of rubble was blocking it… 
 
    BT tried harder, slamming his shoulder against the door. 
 
    “Not moving,” he grunted, after the third attempt.  It refused to budge.   
 
    “Tommy, help him.” 
 
    I wondered if they could see the smoke in the air.  It was faint, but my eyes are sharp.  They could probably smell it. 
 
    “Wedged, Talbot.” Tommy pushed against the door while BT slammed against it again.  It held.   
 
    “Stand back.  I’ll shoot it.” Gary aimed his rifle. 
 
    “Yeah, no,” BT argued.  “Hold one on that idea.  It’s wedged in the frame.” 
 
    I considered the door and ran a tendril out, finding a steel truss, some sheet metal, and mixed bits of broken masonry piled outside to about halfway up.  Dust and a flap of sheet metal blocked the window.  The door wasn’t going to swing outward, and the steel frame wouldn’t let it swing inward.  There really was a fire on the other side, but it was blocked from sight by the sheet metal slapped over the tiny window. 
 
    Where do you put your money?  I asked.  Fire door or Firebrand? 
 
    Don’t ask silly questions, Boss. 
 
    “Stand back,” I told them, “and shield your eyes.” 
 
    BT stepped aside with a curse. 
 
    “I’m not going to ask you to trust me,” I told him, placing Firebrand’s point near one edge of the door.  “Just chant ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend,’ and you’ll feel better.  I’m not going to be ripped apart by zombie hordes if I can avoid it, and I’m pretty sure I can.  Being a decent sort, I’ll also bring you with me as we leave.  Can’t ask for a deal more fair than that.” 
 
    I thought hard at Bronze.  She rumbled quietly out of the house—the glass in the garage door was gone, but it still opened normally.  She started a quiet cruise around the neighborhood, gauging how best to approach through the remnants of the horde.  We should go out this door, and the timing would be fairly tight… 
 
    “I’m getting something,” Tommy said, softly, to Talbot.  “It’s… garbled.  Like distorted images at the bottom of a dirty pool.” 
 
    I was impressed.  I didn’t think anyone could eavesdrop on Bronze and I.  Then again, he didn’t exactly hear us, just notice us.  Interesting. 
 
    Firebrand lit.  Flames danced along the blade and BT backed away in a hurry.  The flames focused, narrowed down to a white-hot line along the edge.  I pushed the point into the metal door like it was butter.  Firebrand penetrated to the exterior and hit rubble.  Rather than cut rubble, I drew back a little and we started cutting around the perimeter of the door. 
 
    Yeah, I could have used my Saber of Sharpness.  Firebrand was a better visual.  It also has an ego and likes to show off, and there were fires to deal with, as Firebrand pointed out. 
 
    The room’s partly on fire out there, Boss.  Some sort of fuel, mostly. 
 
    I’m not surprised.  Can you keep it away from the door? 
 
    The oil or whatever is on the rubble just outside and on the wood floor.  I can absorb a lot of the flames, but it’ll get hotter before it goes out. 
 
    If that’s what it takes, I agreed.  Burn it off.  Can you keep down the smoke? 
 
    No, but the hot air rises, and there isn’t much roof left.  That should help suck it away.  Give me a minute. 
 
    I’ll pretend to cut slowly. 
 
    “Any chance I could get one of those?” Talbot asked, as we cut.  He kept a hand up to shield his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t have a spare dragon,” I told him, “and you might want to step away.” 
 
    “Can I try it?” 
 
    I shot a harsh glance at him.  I don’t know why, but the idea of anyone handling Firebrand triggered an immediate negative reaction.  I didn’t used to mind.  I’m guessing it had something to do with not having anyone else.  There’s Bronze, there’s Firebrand, and there’s me.  Everyone else is… well, not “gone,” exactly, but not here.  I shouldn’t have reacted so sharply, but it seemed awkward to apologize for a harsh look. 
 
    Talbot took my glance as a firm negative and backed away.  I turned my attention to slowly cutting the door and to my tendrils.  I couldn’t heft the larger pieces of debris with my tendrils, but I moved smaller bits and toppled some of the larger ones.  If I could reduce the pile, getting through the door and out of here would be relatively straightforward.  Fortunately, my tendrils are non-material manifestations of psychic force.  Being inside mundane flames doesn’t bother them.  The trade-off is they manipulate non-physical forces much better than they manipulate matter. 
 
    “That’s, like, a really small acetylene torch, right?” BT sotto voced to Talbot.   
 
    “Where?” Talbot demanded, softly.  “In the hilt?  It would already be exhausted.” 
 
    “I know you hate the concept,” I said, still slicing slowly, “but it is quite definitely magic.  Firebrand has a dragon spirit inside of it, and you’d better get used to the idea of spirits inside things, because they’re going to save our collective asses.” 
 
    “A dragon?” Winters looked distraught at the thought.  Maybe he was thinking of a biblical dragon rather than a mythological one.  “Lieutenant, what did you get us into?” 
 
    “I really don’t think this can be laid at my feet.”  
 
    “Come on man,” BT started.  “I guarantee, any other team came out on this bullshit run, they wouldn’t have encountered any of this weirdness.  There’d be, like, an old discarded flashlight in the middle of the field and one old toothless zombie gnawing on it.  Eric, here, would be a scarecrow in a cornfield.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Sorry,” he tossed at me.  “I’m just saying, Talbot, you’re like a magnet for this type of crap.  One of those special rare-earth magnets, but instead of metal you attract crazy, a super-conductor for insanity.  Why do I decide to stay with the guy a few cushions shy of a couch?” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “No insulation in the attic,” he continued, nudging Gary.  “Probably put your shoes on before your pants, you crazy bastard.” 
 
    I withdrew Firebrand when we were almost completely around the door.  The smoke was fairly thick, but Firebrand finished fast-burning all the nearby fuel and it started to clear.  The debris pile was more distributed, and the door would make a decent ramp for getting over it.  This seemed a good time to interrupt. 
 
    “The door will go with a good kick,” I told them, sheathing Firebrand.  “Are we going to pick on Talbot some more or run like hell?” 
 
    BT nodded and they raised their rifles. 
 
    “I’ll take down the door and go through first,” I told them.  “Bronze is waiting for us.” 
 
    “The statue?  That’s the statue, isn’t it?” Tommy asked. 
 
    “Yes and no,” I replied.  “It’s complicated.  There’s a truck waiting.  Just pile in and we’ll sort it all out later, okay?” 
 
    I pushed the door down.  It fell over the hip-deep pile of rubble holding it closed.  The two bulkers we sent to the stands were running around the gym, still on fire, fat sizzling and popping as they burned.  At least the floor was no longer on fire and the rubble was only hot, not actively burning.  The bulker with the wounded leg was black and crispy, unmoving—jet fuel and Firebrand, probably.  We all clambered over the pile, unnoticed by the bulkers. 
 
    Nothing else was coming into the gym.  The side originally attacked was a combination of broken and on fire.  Part of the wall was still there, but some of the rubble was flammable.  It wasn’t a barrier to anyone determined to go through or over, but I don’t think the zombies like fire.  They also couldn’t see us through what was left of the wall.  Maybe they weren’t smart enough to simply circle around.  Or maybe the burning bulkers were communicating their pain through the shriekers and the rest were staying away.  I don’t know how the zombies work. 
 
    “Well, that’s gross,” Talbot observed, eyeing the burning bulkers.  I agreed, but it must have been exceptional to draw comment from zombie-slayers.  “Don’t shoot them,” he ordered.  “Let’s try to get out of here without making any more noise.” 
 
    I was all for it.  The gym—what was left of it—was still on fire in scattered spots.  At a guess, the remains would eventually catch fire entirely and burn anything left.  I decided he was right.  Being here was not high on my priorities list. 
 
    “What aren’t you telling us about Verdan?” BT asked as we headed for one of the doors on the side away from the field.  Nobody seemed to notice I was leading the way, or maybe they were happy to have someone else willing to draw attention.  “This is about more than just a couple of shitty uniforms.  You run over his pet turtle?  Maybe put your trash out too early?” 
 
    I paused at the door and was delighted to hear the throaty chuckle of a V-8 just outside.  I held up a fist in a “hold” signal and everyone paused.  Talbot looked a question at me.  I nodded and held up three fingers, counting down. 
 
    Not yet… not yet… now. 
 
    I pushed on the fire door and it broke free of the frame.  Oops.  I went through with it and caught it awkwardly before it could topple.  I put it aside and hurried out, leaping into the back of the pickup truck and grabbing the upper edge of the headache rack.  Zombies were still milling around, but they were focused more on the fires than on prey.  I was right.  They didn’t like fire. 
 
    Good, Firebrand purred, as I turned my attention to the others. 
 
    Nobody else was in the truck. 
 
    “Well?  Come on!” 
 
    “It’s not going to turn into a statue, is it?” Tommy asked, staring at Bronze.  I wondered what he saw.   
 
    “That’s not how it works!  It’s a truck!” I hissed at him, trying not to raise my voice.  “It’s a perfectly normal truck!”  Her engine surged twice in laughter.  “Mostly normal,” I amended.  “It’s just possessed!  Get in!  Marines, we are leaving!” 
 
    BT looked at Talbot.   
 
    “Hummer ain’t that far away,” he suggested. 
 
    “You mean the one behind all those zombies?” I asked, pointing toward their vehicle.  “Think we can clear them, get it going, and get away before the rest get their act together?” 
 
    Talbot opened the passenger door and examined the cab, presumably for a hidden driver or a remote control system.  He wasn’t really focused on what BT or I were saying.  I can’t say I blame him.  Bronze does a spot-on Christine impression. 
 
    A shrieker, barely visible behind what remained of the visitor’s bleachers, threw back its head and wailed in a way I hadn’t heard before.  It didn’t hurt, but it was loud. 
 
    “Oh, wonderful,” Tommy and I said, in unison.  He added, “It’s summoning.” 
 
    Zombies swung around, ignoring the various fires, and focused on us.  Tommy was absolutely correct.  I’m starting to think shriekers don’t like me, but they probably don’t like anyone, so I shouldn’t feel special.  Nevertheless, I felt a distinct urge to set it on fire. 
 
    “Oh, well,” Talbot decided.  “I guess I can always tell my grandkids I rode inside a magical statue.  I’m pretty sure they’ll just commit me at that point, but what the hell.”  With this rousing endorsement, I helped everyone into the bed of the truck while Talbot slammed the passenger door.  Bronze revved, bellowing as only a big-block V-8 can, and left a trail of rubber and smoke behind.  In moments, we skidded, fishtailing, and made the highway amid shouts and yells and much sliding and clattering.  I hung on to the headache rack with one hand and enjoyed the ride, amused.  Bronze wasn’t doing her traction trick, but behaving like a more normal vehicle.  Normal-ish.  Normal for a routine definition of normal. 
 
    Talbot slid open the rear window and shouted at me through the steel mesh. 
 
    “Don’t you want to get in?” 
 
    “Swords,” I replied, over the engine roar and wind.  “This truck doesn’t have the sword rack option installed.” 
 
    He shut the window and went back to watching the steering wheel and pedals.  I think he would have been happier if I was at least sitting in the driver’s seat and pretending to drive. 
 
    Bronze was having a great time, whizzing past old cars, rolling over debris her undercarriage would just barely clear, and rattling her passengers around whenever opportunity presented.  They didn’t seem to appreciate the deft way she handled herself as much as I did. 
 
    Having drawn the zombies off in the wrong direction with noise and smoke, she re-engaged her mufflers to quiet her exhaust as we circled a long way around, approaching the scene from the opposite side.  No zombies were in immediate sight—the searchlight died with the first missile hit—and there was no sign of a fresh horde gathering.  We stopped a block or so away from the gym, peeking from a side street.  Bronze picked her spot to be near their vehicle, as a courtesy.  It was a nice thought on her part. 
 
    Everyone climbed or fell out of the truck bed.  Talbot climbed out with dignity and flipped off Bronze.  I don’t think he cared for her driving.  Bronze backfired a cloud of black smoke—Same to you and your mother, you ingrate! 
 
    “She’s just playful,” I told him.  He looked doubtful. 
 
    “The hummer is one street over,” BT announced, consulting a GPS.  I cleared my throat and pointed.  He looked around the edge of the building and looked sheepish. 
 
    “See?  She can be nice.” 
 
    “What now?” Talbot asked me, not commenting on Bronze. 
 
    “I think I’m going to move on.  Too many zombies, not enough magic, and I doubt anyone is interested in taking up a collection to keep me fed.  Don’t misunderstand.  I’d be willing to help, but I suspect your superiors would start poking their noses into things better left unpoked.  I might be forced to do some unsavory things due to prejudice.  I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed, and I could tell he meant it. 
 
    I did not add they might ask me to do some unsavory things like nuke a zombie horde.  I’m sure it’s not the same as bombing human cities, but I feel a little touchy about the uncontrolled conversion of matter to energy these days. 
 
    “All in all, I think we should end on a high note,” I added, trying to sound positive.  “Don’t you?” 
 
    “This is a high note?” BT asked.  “I’d hate to see your aria!” 
 
    “The Queen of the Night’s got nothing on me,” I chuckled.  Talbot suppressed a smile.  At least someone caught the joke.  “It’s been interesting,” I admitted, “but I doubt we’ll see each other again.  Still, I’ve been wrong before.  Entirely too often, in fact.” 
 
    Talbot stuck out his hand.  I tugged off a gauntlet and shook it.  His hand felt surprisingly human.  From his expression, mine didn’t. 
 
    “Thanks for… I’m not sure what,” he admitted. 
 
    “You are most welcome…” I began, and Firebrand helped me out as I pointed at each of them, “Michael Talbot, Lawrence Tynes, Gary Talbot, Thomas van Goth, and Jake Winters.  Good luck with the zombies.  Remember, the shriekers are the key.” 
 
    “Oh, we got it,” BT agreed. 
 
    “As for the humans,” I added, “I wish I had an answer for you.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Watch humans for a thousand years and see if you still need to ask.” 
 
    They watched as I mounted up in the truck bed and took a grip on the headache rack.  Bronze rumbled to life and blinked a headlight wink at Talbot.  He didn’t know what to make of it.  Nobody knew what to make of it as she darkened to a dull black, spun through a tight turn, and disappeared into the night. 
 
      
 
    From a safe vantage, I watched them load up and leave.  They had only minor trouble with zombies—nothing a combination of firepower and horsepower couldn’t handle.  Their maintenance guy wasn’t going to be happy about the zombie gunk in the undercarriage and grille, though.  I doubt they regarded it as anything more than routine.  They were obviously in their element—talented, well-trained, and experienced.  If I ever have a major zombie problem, I know who to call. 
 
    I felt, however, the remains of the horde and I still had business.  One of the hunters said something about doing a cleanup after the drone strike.  Well, they didn’t get to finish their drone strike, but maybe I could clean up for them.  I did a quick headcount and got a number larger than I liked.  More were trickling back in my direction even without the light.  Somewhere, there had to be a shrieker organizing them into a tight mob again. 
 
    Come to think of it, this might be a good thing.  They’re mindless minions.  If I grab a shrieker, I can lure them pretty much wherever I want them.  I just need somewhere to lure them where they won’t come back. 
 
    Once I thought that far along, the answer was obvious. 
 
    Grabbing a shrieker wasn’t as easy as I hoped.  Firebrand blew up a bulker and I subdivided a dozen other zombies before we reached our target.  It didn’t want to be a captive, but I insisted.  When I put claws through the flesh between its shoulderblades and grabbed it by the spine, it continued to struggle, but it stopped having any say in the matter. 
 
    As I hoped, it called for help.  Zombies from all over Eatonville came running, which suited me perfectly.  I took a few steps to make sure I was standing in the middle of the street.  My cloak flowed down to the ground.  It pooled around my feet and spread out in a circle, like a wide moat around the lonely tower, me. 
 
    Zombies dropped into it like water down a drain.  Even the sprinters fell away into nothingness.  They weren’t smart enough to try and jump over what was nothing more than a flat, black place.  I’m guessing they couldn’t see it well enough in the night to realize it was a hole. 
 
    Other shriekers, however, approached more cautiously.  The first one went in, still shrieking, but the rest paused at the edge.  Other zombies kept plummeting. 
 
    Finally, one of the shriekers changed its tune.  It sent out a signal to stop. 
 
    Bad sign.  They weren’t smart, but unlike their fellows, shriekers aren’t entirely mindless. 
 
    I reached out to the one who caught on—it was at the slowly-spreading edge of my cloak, only twenty feet away—and concentrated on coiling a loop of one tendril through its head.  It takes a lot of focus and isn’t something quick enough to do in a fight, but I drew the loop tight, slicing off the forward third of its brain, still inside the skull.  It stopped thinking and stood there, silently. 
 
    If I weren’t such a nice guy, I could make my living as a professional assassin. 
 
    The other one started broadcasting the stop signal, though.  I repeated my performance, lobotomizing it.  I saved my captive for last, since I didn’t want to shut it up.  No, I needed it as a transformer or transmitter.  Firebrand and I can manipulate a zombie, a mindless one, but only one at a time.  By grabbing the psychic matrix of the captive shrieker and forcing it to emit the summon signal, we drew in everything in its range. 
 
    Ten minutes was enough, but we kept it up a little longer to make sure.  We ran out of zombies, which is always a good result, and I crushed some shrieker skulls because it had been that kind of night.  My cloak folded over the remains.  We went for a walk with my cloak billowing behind me and also dragging the ground, like some strange cross between a bridal veil in the wind and a long train.  Zombie bits, bones, all sorts of remains—nothing else—simply tumbled away into darkness. 
 
    Now that’s a cleanup. 
 
    What now, Boss? 
 
    “Good question.”  My cloak flowed up from the ground and rippled happily in the breeze.  The fires were dying down, at least. 
 
    “We’re done here,” I decided.  “I’m in no mood for more zombies.”  Bronze, parked up the block, rumbled to life and rolled over to park next to us. 
 
    You do enjoy chopping them up, though, Firebrand pointed out. 
 
    “I have anger management issues.” 
 
    So, if we’re not zombie hunting—or are we? 
 
    “We’ll revisit the question when I have a better idea of what I want to do for the next couple thousand years.” 
 
    Seriously? 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    Boss, you don’t strike me as the sort to be content to waste an afternoon if you can find an alternative.  You don’t handle boredom well.  No offense. 
 
    “None taken.  And you may be right.  Trouble is, I’m still wondering how fate is going to screw with me.  I’m supposed to have a village or something in the Pyrenees, I believe, so I can create Sasha.  I’m not sure how that’s going to come about, though—and whether or not I want—or dare—to argue the point.” 
 
    Destiny, fate, whatever it is, it’s making sure you come to be, right?  What’s the problem? 
 
    “Maybe there isn’t one.  Maybe I’m the problem.” 
 
    You usually are. 
 
    “Not helping.” 
 
    And you’re not answering.  What do we do now?  Not in a thousand years.  Tonight.  Tomorrow.  The next day. 
 
    I had to admit, it was a good question. 
 
    “I think,” I began, slowly, “I’m going to find someplace quiet to spend some time thinking.  Maybe, for safety, more than one.  Yes.  For now, I’m looking for someplace to call home for a while—or, at least, call my lair.  After that, we’ll see.” 
 
    Don’t we have one in Elbe? 
 
    “I was thinking something less exposed to zombie hordes.” 
 
    Firebrand was disappointed.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Elbe, Whatever Day 
 
      
 
    We spent a few days sucking up all the fuel we could find in Eatonville and transferring it to Elbe.  There was quite a lot still in the underground tanks.  Once we were back in Elbe, settled in our home base, I expanded the effect of the Nothing To See Here spell and added a psychic muting effect.  I didn’t want a screamer wandering close enough to sense us and drawing a horde. 
 
    We also encountered a surprising number of zombies on our trips to the lair.  I presume they were initially attracted by the searchlights or the psychic screaming.  Whatever the reason, they did not enjoy the meeting.  We encountered several groups of them as we made fuel-stocking trips.  The road is pretty much clear of zombies, now. 
 
    Bronze has some new dents in her grille, but those are popping out.  She’s moved some metal around in the truck to reinforce the front end.  For reference, a bulker is the only thing she won’t hit head-on and instantly kill.  Just looking at her truck, I know I don’t want to be hit. 
 
    On our last trip—my personal gas station’s underground tank was almost full—I decided to detour by the school.  I don’t know what I thought I might find.  Zombies around the ruined searchlight?  An intact generator?  My shrieker-containing helmet? 
 
    What I did find was extremely interesting.  Someone duct-taped a large manila envelope to the remaining doors of the gym.  The envelope had my name on it. 
 
    I checked it carefully.  No wires.  I looked all around.  I saw no surveillance, and I did remember to check above, since I know they have drones.  Seeing nothing untoward, I slit open the envelope without removing it.  There was one sheet of paper inside.  Apparently, I didn’t make too bad an impression on Mike Talbot.  He was nice enough to go to the effort of writing me a thank-you note, and I appreciated it.  He even offered to buy me a beer. 
 
    Nice guy, that Talbot.  I wasn’t sure how he would ever be able to call me and set up this hypothetical beer, but I liked the sentiment. 
 
    Come to that, how would I set it up to let him call me?  A mirror wouldn’t do, not on its own.  They don’t normally reach across universes.  I could combine a micro-gate with a mirror, though… but magic obviously scores high on the local freak-people-out-o-meter. 
 
    Back at my base of operations, I sat down carefully, put my feet up, and considered my new iridium ring.  It had a tiny hole in the rim, suitable for a mini-gate, so I could spy through it.  True, when looking through a gate with a scrying spell, the image gets distorted and blurry the farther the sensor goes from the gate.  If I only want to look around, though, I can put my magical eyeball practically on top of the gate and spin it in a circle.  That should work perfectly.  So I can use a much smaller gate. 
 
    With the largest intact mirror in the house, I set up a scrying link and tested my idea.  We only looked into the next room, partly because it was cheap in power terms, partly because I didn’t want to accidentally hit daylight.  It worked. 
 
    Maybe, if I set up a communications mirror with a special frame… If the frame has a tiny hole, enchanted to be a gate and attuned to my ring’s micro-gate, it would be a simple matter to have this mirror call through the gate to my mirror.  No, if I were using my ring’s micro-gate to spy regularly, Mike would fail to make contact.  Unless I put more than one hole in the iridium band, one for me, one dedicated to the micro-gate in the mirror? 
 
    On the other hand, it might be worthwhile to find something more, ah… technological.  For peace of mind.  An old cell phone, for example, with a specially-installed micro-gate might be better.  That could call my Diogephone.  The Diogephone was more than capable of managing such a call.  It wasn’t a mere mobile phone, but an advanced communications device designed and built by Diogenes.  If I set up a cellular phone, synced it with the Diogephone, and wired the gate and a power crystal into the speed dial… 
 
    I drew all the shades and curtains.  Tomorrow would be a busy day.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Elbe, Searching, Day One 
 
      
 
    I spent a lot of last night thinking about where I want to go.  I really want someplace with decent rocket technology because I have an Orb to grab and flush down the cosmic toilet.  On the other hand, I need to set myself up comfortably before I can start so complex a project.  Which means I need two things.  First, a lair to hide in—a secure lair, not my temporary shelter here in Elbe, nor my abandoned mine shaft in wherever-it-is.  Second, a nice place to live where I can work undisturbed. 
 
    Why both?  Because when the local humans track me down and interfere… when the local mages track me down and interfere… when the local vampires track me down and interfere… when the local angels track me down and interfere… when the local mummified were-rat zombie cyborgs track me down and interfere, I have somewhere to go, regroup, and try again. 
 
    I don’t have Rethven.  I don’t have Karvalen.  I don’t have the city.  I don’t have my pet rock.  I don’t have Apocalyptica and the residence silo.  I don’t have Diogenes.  I don’t have Amber, Tianna, or Tymara.  I don’t have the Big Three.  I don’t even have my altar ego. 
 
    I have Bronze.  I have Firebrand.  I have my cloak and my shadow.  And that’s it. 
 
    There is no one else I can turn to.  This not a good feeling. 
 
    The temptation to hang around in Zombie World was strong.  Talbot was a vampire.  We could compare notes.  He was dealing with humans successfully, but I got the impression my presence would cause… complications.  There was also the zombie population problem.  I’d be delighted to help out with it, but getting deeply involved didn’t seem a good idea.  Talbot certainly didn’t think so.  What did he call it?  Taking me back to base would be like taking a fistful of sparklers into a fireworks factory?  Something like that.  Maybe it’s better if I stay out of it, or at least stay on the edges of it without being involved involved. 
 
    Still, I found an old Nokia brick—excuse me, an old cellular phone—that still worked, once I gave it a charge.  Finding precision tools wasn’t much harder.  I opened it up and fiddled with it for a few hours, experimenting.  I ruined it, but there were more unused phones to be had.  I effectively destroyed half a dozen while I explored the circuitry.  Eventually, I figured out how to mix a little magic with the technology.  If you call the only contact, it triggers a tuned micro-gate.  This made a connection to the Diogephone and click!—I have a phone call. 
 
    Delivering it was simpler. 
 
    I sent my mirror’s scrying sensor up high, getting a good look around.  From the radio conversation, Eatonville was fifty-one miles from their base.  A little math and a map gave me likely locations in Bremerton, Seattle, or Bellevue.  I checked Bellevue first, on the basis they were a little crazy, but it wasn’t their home.  With a little searching, finding the base from high altitude wasn’t all that hard.  Finding Talbot, on the other hand, was trickier.  I looked for him, but I had no idea how to find him. 
 
    Finally, I gave up and used a gate.  I restricted it to this world and found a jacket with “Talbot” on the breast.  With this as a clue, I opened a micro-gate and discovered his quarters.  Perfect!  I transferred the connection to a larger gate, dropped the phone into a jacket pocket—tied in a bright-red ribbon!—and considered it a win. 
 
    Now, with that out of the way, what did I need to do? 
 
    My first order of business was to find somewhere to put a lair.  Somewhere people wouldn’t interfere with it.  Preferably, somewhere people wouldn’t even find it.  If they don’t know it exists, they can’t bother it—or me.  Then we can think about going into more complicated arrangements where I buy stuff, build stuff, and launch an Orb into oblivion. 
 
    Why am I so worried about people bothering me?  Maybe because I’m about to be forced into a situation where I’m supposed to save Sasha by sacrificing myself.  I am not pleased about the implications.  Maybe I can dodge the bullet—I have some thoughts on the subject—but what if I can’t?  Who am I going to complain to?  Me, for getting myself into this?  The Orb, for starting the time-travel shenanigans?  Let’s not be silly. 
 
    It still pisses me off, though. 
 
    So, where will I be left alone?  Where’s a safe place to put a vampire lair? 
 
    I checked several worlds with some post-apocalyptic criteria.  Some of them are moderately promising, but most of them are utterly uninhabitable.  Nuclear winter, radiation, horrific storms, you name it.  The better ones are only that—better.  They’re still not what I’d call nice places.  Worse, the ones I’d be willing to visit still have people.  People are not a bonus feature for a world where I want to hide.  People are worse than cockroaches.  They get in everywhere. 
 
    On the other end of the scale, there are worlds earlier in the timelines.  Great Depression?  People.  Old West?  People.  Victorian England?  People.  Age of Sail?  People.  Iron Age?  People.  Bronze Age?  People.  Stone Age?  People.  The big-brained, shaved apes get curious about strange things.  I’d establish a lair and leave, then drop in after some fiasco in another world and find someone living in my house.  Worse, they might be living in my house from the Stone Age right up to some postmodern technological period if the timeline shoots forward far enough. 
 
    “Sorry, but this is my place.  I built it ten thousand years ago.” 
 
    This conversation is not going to go well. 
 
    On the other hand, building a house in a post-apocalyptic world doesn’t seem feasible at all, so I’m stuck at the prehistorical end. 
 
    Let’s find some dinosaurs.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Elbe, House-Hunting, Day Three 
 
      
 
    The world I’m looking at, in the sense I’m seriously considering it, hasn’t advanced beyond the Cretaceous.  There are good points and bad points about it.  It’s hot, is infested with dinosaurs, and will eventually be hit by a giant meteorite.  On the plus side, judging from the position of the continents, it’ll be a hundred million years until humans show up to interfere. 
 
    For a place to get away from it all, this has good points, too.  With it so far back on the default time track, it will have to do more than have a time slip.  It’ll have to tip over a time precipice and plummet down the timeline like a rocket sled roller-coaster before it can even come close to the twentieth century, much less humankind.  From what I’ve seen, this astronomically unlikely. 
 
    Furthermore, I can park the house anywhere stable—geologically stable—and expect it to stay, provided I also avoid what will eventually be the Western Hemisphere.  (Chicxulub impact.  Look it up.)  The sunlight is strong, so magical conversion will be useful.  And dinosaurs are edible in both ways. 
 
    I’m not looking for real estate for a home.  I’m looking for a place to put a backup base of operations.  A place to run to when I have to run—and I anticipate I will have to run.  A lair. 
 
    I think this will do.  I think I’m going to put it somewhere in what will one day be central Russia.  No continental merging, no major fault lines, not much geological upheaval in any way.  I can park a lair there with some repair spells and reasonably expect it to still be there a million years later. 
 
    Yes.  I’m going to see if I can make this work.  First, though, I’m going to get a big loop of wire and do some work on it.  If something goes seriously wrong, I want to be able to pop right back to the garage, here, in Elbe.  It could conceivably be full of zombies, but if I’m about to be eaten by dinosaurs, I’ll take the risk. 
 
    Besides, I’m tired of chili with beans.  The dinosaurs might not be the ones doing the eating.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Cretaceous, Day One 
 
      
 
    It’s been a busy day.  Well, a busy night.  I’m not showing up in Jurassic Park during the day.  Cretaceous Park?  No, it doesn’t have the same ring to it… 
 
    Bronze moved from truck to statue.  Four-wheel drive is great, but it’s hard to kick a dino to death with a bumper.  Firebrand reminded me, completely unnecessarily, to check the time.  I did so, waited until we had a night-to-night match, and headed out through the garage gate. 
 
    Bronze immediately informed me the local magical environment was almost as poor as most other Earth worlds. 
 
    “Got it.  Graze.” 
 
    She agreed, but wanted to go back sometime soon.  The local plants were more leafy than woody. 
 
    “I’ll set up some solar panels and build you a charging station.” 
 
    She swung her ears forward at the idea.  It could work. 
 
    I stood up in the saddle and looked around.  The moon was fuzzy, partly obscured by overcast.  The stars were lost in it.  I didn’t see anything actively hunting us, although there were quite a lot of smaller animals out and about in the dark.  I saw the glow of their living essence even through the dim life-glow of the leaves.  They were like headlights in a fog. 
 
    In the distance, I spotted a series of larger, vitality-bright things.  Stegosaurs?  Brontosaurs?  Hard to tell through all the foliage. 
 
    I sat down, put feet in stirrups, and we were off to explore.  It was a little awkward, tromping through the growth, but there were a number of wide paths through it.  Bronze was all for taking these, but I nixed the idea. 
 
    “These are game trails,” I pointed out, “paths between nesting sites, feeding grounds, water holes, and suchlike.” 
 
    Bronze wondered if they were plant eaters. 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what the problem was. 
 
    “They travel in herds, for defense.  Anything alone on a game trail is prey for the carnivores—the carnivores big enough to eat something weighing ten tons or more.” 
 
    Crashing through the vegetation and making more noise didn’t strike her as a better idea. 
 
    “You raise a good point.  Hang on a second.” 
 
    I stood up on her back again, scanning around.  Nothing glowed nearby.  I settled down in the saddle again and kept Firebrand in hand. 
 
    “All right.  Let’s take the game trail.  If we can find a water source, I think we’re in business.” 
 
    We picked the wrong direction and came upon a herd of slumbering hills.  We backtracked and found the other end of the game trail led to a wide, low spot in a small river.  I decided it would do.  How I was going to build a dinosaur-proof house in the middle of some age so far back in time they didn’t even have a Sears & Roebuck catalog eluded me, at least for the moment.  Prefab panels transported through a shift-booth?  Possibly.  There would certainly be a lot of gate or shift-work involved. 
 
    I worked for a while on building self-replicating solar conversion panels.  It’s my go-to starter for any low-magic world.  I kept my crystals in reserve, however, for getting back to my temporary base in Zombie World.  I worked on the panels for a while, getting several built and programmed, before I realized I should also have a gate, or at least something to target with a gate, at this end of things. 
 
    Where does one put a gate ring where it won’t be mangled by dinosaurs trampling it, or even brushing against it?  There weren’t a lot of choices.  The river cut through a rocky face, leaving a vertical wall, but it wasn’t anywhere near tall enough for Bronze.  I would have to crouch to get through a gate drawn on it.  Bronze might not even be able to lie down and roll through. 
 
    I had to settle for clearing an area between two trees and surrounding it with a Go Away spell.  It would take power from the panels—power they could use to reproduce more quickly—but I didn’t see any other way to be sure my local gate would remain undisturbed.  Once I had the safety measures sorted out, I hung the wire loop between the trees.  It wasn’t exact, but it would do.  Damping out distortions is much easier than brute-forcing a connection. 
 
    Since the spell was going to draw power to keep everything away, I went back to making more solar panels.  We took occasional breaks to wander a bit while I delicately siphoned off vitality from the animal and vegetable life in wide swathes.  Delicately, I say, because I didn’t want to leave wide swathes of dead everything.  With my own power replenished, I went back to panel production.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Cretaceous, Day Two 
 
      
 
    Important note for time travelers.  If you go back to previous epochs, bring a filter mask.  Obviously, if you drop in shortly after the big meteor impact, you’ll need breathing equipment, but before that, the air still might not suit you.  The Cretaceous is when flowering plants really started to take off, and boy, did they take off.  They pumped out an enormous amount of oxygen, making the atmosphere dizzying to breathe.  The pollen was simply insult on top of injury. 
 
    It did make me wonder how I manage to breathe in the first place.  My body is more dense than a human’s, but my chest isn’t three times larger to suck in more air.  Do I use oxygen more efficiently?  Do I have different lungs?  Maybe it’s something of both?  Or do I have radically different biochemistry? 
 
    I’m not sure I want to check in to a hospital and have them find out. 
 
    Regardless of the answer, I didn’t waste a lot of time wondering.  I did a lot of slow, controlled breathing while sitting in my armor, in the shade, waiting for the sunrise to do its evil work.  Once slid my visors up, I realized the pollen was the big problem.  It took me a second to remember the spell we used on the forges, blocking nitrogen while allowing oxygen to go through.  In a sphere around my head, a variant on this decreased the oxygen level to something close to normal, and it also blocked pollen, dust, and similar things.  There was nothing to do for my sinuses, though.  I hoped nothing was trying to take root.  Given the way I sneezed, it might not have a chance. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “What?” I asked, half-choking.  I coughed and spat, wondering what I was tasting.  All around us, things had opened for the day, filling the air with pollen. 
 
    Should I add flowers and air to the safety checklist? 
 
    “You’re not funny.” 
 
    I’m hilarious.  You just don’t appreciate it. 
 
    “Possibly,” I wheezed.  “I’m no judge.  I’ll have to give you that one.” 
 
    Thanks. 
 
    After some hacking, coughing, sneezing, and other disgustingly biological reactions, things eventually calmed down.  My nose might be unhappy, but my eyes were no longer watering.  It would do for now.  There was work to be done. 
 
    With the solar panels now producing power, I started them running on replicating and spreading, as well as powering the Go Away spell.  I should have thought to bring crystals for my temporary gate, too.  Maybe next trip.  With this kind of atmosphere, I also might want to enchant something more permanent than a basic filtering spell. 
 
    On the plus side, when I leave this timeline, it might jump forward.  I could stand to let my solar panels get a week or fifty ahead in their replications. 
 
    Come to think of it, the power production in Zombie World is still going strong.  I can get some preliminary work done there while things continue to run here.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Elbe. 
 
      
 
    So, there’s a trade-off between two worlds.  I can do a lot of work in either one, but to regularly switch back and forth requires I fire up a gate, and that’s expensive.  On the other hand, I keep checking in on the Cretaceous through my new Ring of Spying. 
 
    One hypothesis Diogenes worked on involved gate connections.  His idea was if a gate makes a connection between two worlds, those two worlds are temporarily brought into temporal synchronization.  You don’t look through a gate and see everything on the far side still sprinting at fifty times normal speed, or slowed to a near-stop.  Both sides are drawn into the same temporal framework. 
 
    We suspected this linking of two worlds caused a certain level of… resistance?  It was as though some sort of force built up behind the worlds.  How to picture this?  Imagine two water slides and two people going down them.  One has a lot more water in his, pushing him faster, but he’s reaching across to his friend in the slower one, so they’re holding on and going at the same speed.  The guy in the fast lane has water building up behind him, trying to push him.  The other guy is being dragged along faster than he should go, and the water behind him is thinning out.  When they let go, the fast guy bullets down the slide with a tidal wave shoving him along.  The other guy slows down until his water can catch up and carry him along properly. 
 
    It’s not a perfect metaphor, but maybe it gets the idea across.  Problem is, we don’t know which slide is the faster one when we link two worlds, and we don’t know what controls the flow of “water” on each slide.  It’s like someone at the top of the slide turns the water on and off on some unpredictable schedule.  Sometimes one is fast, sometimes one is slow, and we never know which until we look again. 
 
    I’m tempted to call it Schrödinger’s Timelines, but he’s already got the cat.  Clearly, I need another name for it. 
 
    At any rate, I spy on my works in Cretaceous World every day to see how far along things are.  Sometimes, nothing has happened at all, as though no time has passed.  Other times, days or weeks have gone by while I wasn’t watching.  Regardless of how much progress is made, though, I think it’s worthwhile.  We never encountered a negative value.  Time always advanced, sometimes by more, sometimes by less, but always in the same direction. 
 
    If there was a way to tell without looking, this would be more useful.  I could check the time rate and, if it was poor, I could potentially reset it by making a gate connection.  After repeated attempts, eventually I would get a fast-paced time differential and could let it run until either enough time went by or it slowed on its own sufficiently to no longer be worth it.  As it is, I’m consistently averaging more time passing over there than over here, so I’m happy with it. 
 
    The upshot of this is the Cretaceous Lair, as I think of it, has been building magical production hand over fist while I’ve been quietly working here in Zombie World. 
 
    What have I been working on?  Thinking.  If I’m going to have a permanent lair, I should put some thought into it, not just slap something together.  It needs living quarters, a decent bathroom, possibly a bedroom—whether I sleep or not is immaterial; I may need someplace to lie down and recover.  There needs to be a power room, both to handle the magical and technological ends of things.  We might also need a guest room, although I’m not certain I want to bring anyone to the Cretaceous.  You never know, though.  Of course, it has to have a stable for Bronze, preferably with enough room for her horse-body and two vehicles.  Anywhere else, I’d build a barn.  Here, I need the equivalent of a three-car garage. 
 
    Oh, and speaking of never knowing, I probably ought to include an involuntary guest room, complete with locking door, autopsy table (with restraints), and manacles for the walls.  Most important, however, I definitely need a room to put my gate.  I suspect it will be in the same room as Bronze’s garage-stable, mostly because it’ll be more convenient for her.  I may need another room for spying and scrying, though. 
 
    While the layout may seem reasonably simple, there are things making the whole structure much more complex.  How does air circulate?  Where are those vents placed?  How is it illuminated?  Heated?  Cooled?  Come to that, what shape is it?  Is it a single-floor dwelling?  Or is it a tower?  Where do the drains go?  Do I need drains in each room?  If there are multiple floors, should I use stairs, ladders, or ramps?  Do I need an elevator?  Does it all need to be Bronze-accessible? 
 
    All these questions have multiple possible answers.  The trick is to combine them in such a way as to be most utilitarian. 
 
    The shape, at least, was something I could sort out easily.  I’m thinking a smooth-sided pyramid with a sharp point.  I could make it a sphere, I suppose, but it provides an upper surface to accumulate nests, debris, dinosaurs, and anything else.  With a glassy-smooth pyramid, stuff should slide down to the base.  True, it might accumulate and eventually bury even a pyramid, but if I keep the structure powered through a vitality converter for self-repair, it can also run a self-excavation routine—instead of treading water, it can tread earth, so to speak, so it doesn’t sink. 
 
    On the other hand, I don’t want a pyramid worthy of Giza.  I only want a lair.  Maybe a more reasonably-sized pyramid on the surface with a couple levels of basement?  I can’t put it entirely underground, since it—meaning “I”—will require at least intermittent air circulation and suchlike. 
 
    Hey!  Underneath the pyramid I can put secret burial chambers!  Okay, living quarters for the undead bloodsucker, but the idea is similar.  It’ll be a hybrid of pyramid and missile silo.  A pyramid to mark the location and provide a door—with a garage/stable in it?—and a multi-level silo beneath for lab, workshop, bathroom, and the like. 
 
    By my preliminary estimates, I’m going to need something on the close order of twenty thousand tons of concrete. 
 
    Yikes. 
 
    After puzzling over this for almost a whole second, I finally decided I didn’t want to buy so much concrete.  I didn’t want to build a concrete plant in the Cretaceous, either.  When it came right down to it, I didn’t want to handle twenty thousand tons of anything.  And this figure didn’t include the forms I’d have to build, the hole I’d have to dig—alone, I hasten to add.  No construction company is going to build an elaborate cave at the risk of being eaten by dinosaurs.  Even Jurassic Park was built before they put the dinosaurs in.  The logistics of a construction company commuting to and from another universe were daunting. 
 
    I found a workaround. 
 
    The mountain, my pet rock, has occasionally made “mountain seeds,” of a sort.  These are rocks, nothing more, but packed with vital energy and imprinted with a fairly broad instruction—“Grow into this shape.”  I don’t have access to the mountain, but I have magical energy converters, spells, and a vampire metabolism.  I can put vital energy into a model of my lair—well, maybe not a model.  A representation, perhaps—and give it a detailed imprint of what I want.  How wide, how tall, what shape, all the vital stuff can be impressed into the stone through a spell.  Grow to this size, be hollow here, here, and here, and all that sort of thing. 
 
    I’m pretty sure this is going to work. 
 
    Bronze and Firebrand are napping to conserve their energies.  I’ve got my gate charged up, so it’s not drawing any power.  The output of all my sources is flowing through a spell and into my new pet rock.  When the rock starts growing because it can’t hold any more vital force, we’ll pop over to the Cretaceous, plant it, and see what happens.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Cretaceous, Lots Later 
 
      
 
    So, I’ve been away for a while due to time slippage between worlds.  I’m estimating several weeks.  My solar power farm is much, much bigger.  This is a good thing.  It means I won’t have to hang around while I charge up for a gate departure.  It also means I have power to spare for the continued vitalization of my pet pyramid. 
 
    It’s only about a foot tall right now, but it started off a little under four inches.  I kept it in a bucket of dirt while I packed more power into it and it kept eating the dirt.  I’m not entirely happy with it, though.  The energy density of the “seeds” my mountain created was immense.  Those things were packed with vital force, like protons and neutrons packed into an atomic nucleus.  My pet pyramid is, by comparison, a large box with a few marbles inside.  Assuming I can find enough of my marbles to matter. 
 
    Somehow, the mountain jammed enough power into a seed to make a giant, stone bridge.  Some of the mountain’s creations could grow over the course of days or weeks into full-sized structures.  What am I doing wrong? 
 
    Sadly, I don’t know.  Apparently, the mountain knows more about rocks than I do. 
 
    So, once again, I have to cheat.  Instead of cramming more power into a rock that won’t hold it, I can take a page from the Atlantean library.  If I inlay orichalcum in the stone, I can turn it into—effectively—a magical object.  The enchantment to convert magical energy into vitality can go right into the rock, itself, with the orichalcum inlay enhancing the converter. 
 
    True, I could skip all the mucking about with a two-stage conversion from electromagnetic energy to magic to vitality by building a matter-conversion reactor, but I’m not going to.  I’ve destroyed a world even without a reactor accident.  I’d rather not tempt Fate.  Fate already has Plans for me—a fact I find discomforting if not downright infuriating. 
 
    Bronze contributed a strand from her mane, since those are finer.  I scratched symbols into the surface of my pet pyramid and laid the wire into the lines, chanting as I worked.  The result didn’t look much like an Atlantean pyramid, but it was only my first, and it was designed for a specific— 
 
    Time travel.  Paradoxes.  Am I going to develop a science of orichalcum technomagical circuit boards and eventually found Atlantis? 
 
    If, at some point in your life, you’ve woken from a sound sleep for no reason whatsoever—the kind where you search the house, check the doors, peek in on the kids, trip over the sleeping dog, get yawned at by the cat—all the while wondering what could possibly have got your heart pounding so hard, you can relax.  It was the psychic echo of my scream of frustration and anxiety. 
 
    It is indescribable, the feelings I have when I wonder if I’m doing something because I’m destined to do it or if I simply had a thought.  “Rage” is a good start, but it doesn’t cover it.  It’s like using a cheap towel as a blanket.  No matter how you try, it’s in adequate.  I hate the idea of being locked into a groove of predestination.  It makes me want to do something completely off the wall and unpredictable in an attempt to break out of the foreordained destiny bullshit, even if it breaks the universe. 
 
    I find myself tempted.  I’ve nuked kingdoms, watched a world end, and been suckered into a time loop.  I am not as safe and stable and sane as I used to be.  I should probably work on that, but what are the odds I can find a therapist? 
 
    Okay.  My pet pyramid.  With an orichalcum power-storage diagram inlaid on all the faces, I tried giving it more juice.  The power packed in nicely.  It wasn’t up to the mountain’s standards, but it was a definite improvement.  I let it charge for a while until it hit capacity and started to grow again. 
 
    I figured it was ready to have a forever home. 
 
    I dug a hole, planted it, and started my rock garden. 
 
    Since then, I’ve gone to some trouble to surround it with a large-area Go Away spell to keep it from being stepped on by something weighing more than Bronze does.  I suspect breaking it—at least, at this stage—will just slow it down while it pulls itself together again, but I don’t want to find out.  Technically, it could explode, since it’s an enchanted object, not a true life form, but it’s relying on vital energy.  The spells are just there to guide the growth, not cause it.  I’m not sure what a sudden, uncontrolled release of vital force would do. 
 
    Anybody want to mutate dinosaurs to see what we get?  I don’t. 
 
    I’ve also installed some power panels for feeding it.  They cover all four faces of the upper section and replicate as it grows.  The others are still doing the self-replication thing to expand the farm radius around it.  I doubt I’ll get them to the point where I have to relocate them into polar positions, but for now they’re local and useful if I find I need them. 
 
    Now, though, I have to ask myself some serious questions.  I have a lair growing here, but it will be some time before it matures.  Do I go back to Elbe and futz around until it’s ready?  I’m not really so interested in hanging around in Zombie World.  True, I have a nice place to stay, reasonably safe from random zombie incursions, but it’s dangerous to go out and forage fuel for Bronze, build a fire for Firebrand, or eat so much as one more ration of that damned chili with beans.  If I never eat chili with beans again, it’ll be too soon.  If I get the opportunity to travel in time again, I might do it just to smack around the previous homeowner and tell him to stock something else. 
 
    Where else can I go?  Back to kilt-wearing Seattle?  Not back to Rethven, certainly.  I don’t dare interfere there, yet.  What does this leave? 
 
    Bronze pointed out when you don’t have a destination, any road will get you there. 
 
    “You are not as helpful as you sometimes think.  And I have a destination.  Rethven, in a few thousand years.  No doubt I’ll be coerced into some stops along the way.” 
 
    If I was referring to my so-called predestination paradox, it shouldn’t matter what else I did in the meantime, right? 
 
    “Correct.  Wherever I go, I’ll find myself having to become my own vampiric grandfather, either by coincidence or because I recognize my situation and don’t dare avoid it.” 
 
    Yes, yes, yes, of course.  But so what?  It’ll come when it comes.  What do I want now?  Right now?  Today! 
 
    “Today?” I thought about it.  Considering the last thing I ate was chili with beans—again!—a decent meal was high on the list.  I told her so and she responded with a suggestion we should go out to dinner.  She would drive. 
 
    “I don’t even know where we’d go.” 
 
    You’re the wizard!  You have a spy ring!  Let’s go back to Elbe, park, and find a spot.  It doesn’t even have to be a long-term residence.  We show up in the morning, drive around to sort out the money issue, and find an all-you-can-eat buffet I can bankrupt. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    I had other plans?  Maybe watching rocks grow?  Or water boil?  Paint dry? 
 
    “All right.  Back to Elbe.  Then to dinner.” 
 
    We stepped through the wire gate and into the garage again.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The City of Vitlök 
 
      
 
    So, I’m looking for a place to have dinner.  A good dinner, a fine dinner.  A dining experience, not simply something to eat, although a place willing to accommodate my gluttony would get bonus points.  Fair enough, right?  So I try to define what to look for with a gate.  I’m thinking… a big table.  A tablecloth.  Plates and other dishes of, say, gold-rimmed china.  Silverware involving multiple forks.  Silver silverware, not simply steel flatware.  Crystal glasses, and at least two of them—one for water and one for whatever it is the locals drink.  Let’s also assume electric lighting, but with a silver candelabra on the table, simply because I’m thinking of someplace fancy. 
 
    Now, any restaurant with this sort of place setting is going to be upscale, at least by my standards.  Right?  Right.  All these things also imply other things.  China plates and silverware I recognize?  Some similar dining customs.  Napkins?  Same.  Crystal glasses?  Yep.  These are things in common with my own place and time—a factor to help ensure the food is something I’ll recognize and enjoy! 
 
    True, I’m liable to hit a number of private dining places—mansions, state dinners, and so on—where this might also happen, but if I keep looking, I’ll hit a restaurant eventually.  In a statistical universe this size, my odds are good from the word go. 
 
    So I set up my mirror and spy-ring again to start searching.  I didn’t spend five minutes at it before I found six mansions, a large banquet, one bomb shelter, and a five-star restaurant.  Yes, the bomb shelter aroused my curiosity, but it was not my first choice.  There was no food in sight and the sole visible occupant was both dusty and dead.  I went with the restaurant.  Or, rather, the world with the restaurant. 
 
    Landing in a new world is always a chore.  Even if I don’t want to stay for any length of time, simply picking an outfit to blend in can be difficult.  Diogenes had probe gates for intelligence gathering and a whole wardrobe department for this sort of thing.  I have to look for something to wear, then check the local language to see if I know it or need a translation spell, then figure out how to obtain the local money, then—in this case—see if I can make a reservation. 
 
    I got as far as step one—what do I wear?—before realizing I’m making it harder than it needs to be. 
 
    The world I’m looking at is a technological society.  I can see this from spying on it.  Cars are everywhere, skyscrapers in the cities, power substations, all the clues.  I didn’t see any cell towers or mobile phones, but I wasn’t sure if they didn’t exist or were simply too subtle for my cursory once-over.  People are driving their cars, though, and none of them fly.  They use jet aircraft for air travel. 
 
    I’m also looking at men’s fashions.  The traditional trousers, shirt, and jacket seem the norm.  Most men favor suspenders and belt, an arrangement that seems oddly formal, somehow.  Maybe it’s like a necktie and not necessary, as such, but it’s the Way Things Are Done.  My opinion is reinforced by observing people in formal dining situations.  Women wear… well, all the things women wear.  This seems to be a rule.  Men wear the suspenders-and-belt thing, white, over a black shirt.  For truly formal occasions, they add a second “belt”—an elastic band—around the midriff, just under the breastbone. 
 
    After some searching, I found a fancy shop for tailored clothes.  I was wondering whether I should open a portal in the evening, after they were closed, and snatch something off the rack through the gate, or if I should go to their world and case a bank, preparatory to breaking in and robbing it. 
 
    You realize, of course, what I finally realized.  You’ve probably been laughing at me for some time. 
 
    If I can find clothes in a shop and snatch them off the rack, can’t I open a portal into a bank vault and swipe a sack of cash?  True, it’s expensive in terms of magical power—especially from another universe!—but it has the advantage of cutting down on all the legwork.  I can find things scattered through the multiverse simply by defining them sufficiently.  I then open up a portal, grab it, and drag it through.  I can find a single Evil Orb in the plethora of spaces in the multiverse.  Why not use the same technique to find anything else? 
 
    I’m glad I have spells on the house in Elbe.  Zombies could have heard me for miles.  Charlie Brown’s got nothing on me. 
 
    Once I quit swearing, I experimented with this new technique for stealing… well, anything small enough to grab.  It turns out I cannot find a working lightsaber.  Toy lightsabers, yes, but not weapons.  I don’t understand them well enough to adequately target one, it seems.  I can find a laser pistol, and I have.  A phaser?  No.  Again, I don’t understand it.  I have a phaser-like toy.  It lights up, makes the right sounds, all that, but it isn’t a weapon. 
 
    In similar vein, I can find super-sharp weapons, enchanted to remain so.  I have also chosen not to grab them because they are A: sharp, and B: usually in the possession of someone willing to use them.  What I cannot find is a Vorpal Sword—snicker-snack!—which is something else again.  I know how to super-sharpen a sword.  I don’t know how a Vorpal Sword works, of any make or model. 
 
    It would appear my ability to grab things through portals isn’t going to instantly give me all the cool gear, mostly because I don’t comprehend the cool gear.  Most of what makes the gear cool is the fact I can’t make one myself, I suppose.  And, since I can’t find things I don’t understand, I don’t see this being a lot of help in finding objects I can take apart and study.  On the other hand, if I come across something I don’t understand, I should be able find another one without too much trouble. 
 
    On the plus side, I have a large chest, somewhat sandy and worse for wear, sitting in the living room.  It’s not full of gold coins.  It has other things in it, too, of the gems and jewelry variety.  Judging by the apparent age of the chest, the pirate who buried it isn’t coming back for it.  If he does, he’ll be disappointed.  Fortunately, it was buried in sand.  Digging it up wasn’t a problem. 
 
    With a working hypothesis sorted out, I tried poking my nose into Dining Room World and looking for a bank.  The process works there, too.  I suppose I could simply take a fistful of gold coins with me and exchange them for the local cash, but I’m trying to cut down on the number of hoops I have to jump through to get anything done. 
 
    I flipped through some bundles of money, searched Elbe for arrival clothes, and finally went to Dining Room World. 
 
      
 
    The city is called “Vitlök,” and I don’t know what it means.  The translation spell accepts the word as a proper name, without derivations.  I can live with it. 
 
    The tailor was most accommodating.  The staff made no comments on my appearance, but they were entirely ready to get me out of the barbaric rags I wore.  Even when I lived in one world, I stuck to simple clothing styles.  I’m a man.  I can label my shirts with days of the week and get away with it. 
 
    After a couple of hours of measuring, they sent me away.  I came back the next day for some fitting and adjustments before they sent me away again.  Finally, I had an outfit.  They were pleased with it, therefore I was pleased with it.  I paid them, departed, and my cloak and I spent a few minutes in Elbe sorting out what it would duplicate and what I would use from the actual clothes.  Most of it was my cloak, of course, but having the suit meant it didn’t have to guess. 
 
    Then I made a reservation for lunch. 
 
    All this for a decent meal.  Next time, I find a Krockburger and simply walk in. 
 
      
 
    So, here I am in Le Jardin Des Oliviers, seated at my own table, impeccably dressed, blending in beautifully, and starting on the hors d’oeuvres.  My sense of smell and taste are dialed down to something approaching human, the lighting is already low, and there are several people whose job it is to see I am undisturbed in the enjoyment of my meal. 
 
    I’ll let you know how it goes. 
 
      
 
    I think I broke the staff. 
 
    I don’t know a lot about gourmet dining.  I know what I like, and, due to a peculiar metabolism, I generally like a lot of it.  Throughout dinner, whichever one of them was serving the latest course—there were seventeen courses!—the server always cautioned me with impeccable good manners about the length of the meal. 
 
    I ate everything they put in front of me, from soup to salad, cheese to cake, entrée, relief, sorbet, three kinds of wine and a glass of champagne, you name it.  It was all delicious and it was all gone before they were allowed to remove the plate.  They were lucky they recovered the bones. 
 
    When it was over, I was a happy man.  Chili with beans?  Pfui.  I’ve had not merely a good meal, but a dinner.  I enjoyed it thoroughly and completely.  I even ate the after-dinner mint without exploding. 
 
    I’ve had an extraordinarily bad month.  This doesn’t make up for it, but it’s going a long way in the right direction.  I may not deserve any creature comforts, but I didn’t realize how badly I needed some. 
 
    Since I didn’t intend to return, I added stack of cash to the bill, along with my compliments to the chef and the staff.  I don’t know their customs on tipping, but I assumed it would be gauche to do so.  I carefully insisted it was a gift.  The meal was paid for, true, but someone who appreciates artistry should be allowed to express gratitude, and so let me compliment everyone involved in making it a memorable and wonderful experience, and so on and so forth. 
 
    I’m pretty sure they didn’t expect me to be able to walk.  I, on the other hand, was expecting to still be hungry.  We were all surprised.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Elbe Again 
 
      
 
    Elbe is still my main base of operations, at least for now.  The Cretaceous Lair is coming along nicely, but my pet pyramid is barely an adolescent.  It’ll be a while before it grows to full size and I can start moving in. 
 
    On the other hand, why have one lair when two will do?  I have at least four major projects to work on in the coming millennia, one of which is fairly immediate.  The other three are more long-term. 
 
    My first project is getting the Orb, loading it into a rocket, and launching it somewhere permanent.  I don’t have a foolproof way to destroy it, so stowing it in some ugly pocket of the universe is really my only option.  The two other projects are figuring out how to fix a bunch of bliss-addicted brains and how to kill an energy-state being.  The last is an ongoing thing with my altar ego. 
 
    The osmium generator is still cranking around at full tilt, connected directly to his sigil-thing.  I’ve gone ahead and done my best to tune it to him, but I don’t know if it’s having any effect.  I can’t hear him at all.  It’s like pouring food down into a cave-in, hoping the starving man below passed out rather than died.  When he’s eaten enough, he’ll call out to me.  The worst part isn’t not knowing if he’s alive, it’s the complete lack of any reference.  In the starving man metaphor, I don’t even know how much food I’m pouring down the hole.  Is it a drip?  Is it a thin stream of gruel?  It can’t be any more than that with only one generator.  I’ll have to build more… 
 
    For now, it’ll have to wait.  I’m mostly sorted out and somewhat stable.  At the very least, I have my feet under me, some orientation, and the beginnings of a plan.  So, first things first. 
 
    Step one: Build a rocket. 
 
    Ironically, this is actually easier than is sounds.  I mean, everyone hears the phrase, “It’s not rocket science.”  But rocket science is usually concerned with gravity, atmosphere, gyroscopes, center of mass, moment arms, trajectory, thrust-to-weight ratios, and the like.  What I want is something to give the Orb one hell of a shove. 
 
    My first thought—once I’d had a perfect afternoon with the most perfect meal I’ve ever had—was… well, okay, it wasn’t about the Orb.  After I rested from the heroic ingestion, then I had an idea about the Orb.  There are rocket-sleds.  They run on long rails leading toward a target.  They’re used for a variety of purposes, from testing engines to seeing the results of high-velocity impacts.  How many worlds have them?  How many worlds have nobody around to bother me while I use their rocket-sled rails? 
 
    Then I thought again.  Who says it has to be a rocket-sled rail?  Wouldn’t an old railroad track do just as well?  True, the rails would need to be checked and possibly reinforced, but any abandoned rocket-sled rail would have the same problem.  With railroad tracks, I could find a really long run-up to wherever I wanted to put my gate.  Even better, I could use as big an engine as I liked. 
 
    Okay.  This sounds good.  Maybe a jet engine on a railroad car.  Accelerate for ten or twenty miles to some unreasonable speed.  Maybe even include a second stage, so when the railroad car goes through, the rocket it’s carrying fires and continues to accelerate the Orb. 
 
    I’m not rushing into this.  I’m taking my time and thinking it through.  How can this go wrong? 
 
    What happens on the far side of the gate?  The Orb is out in space in a rocket and headed for a black hole.  Do I want the Orb out there, loose like that, with—don’t ask me how, but humor me—a rocket it might potentially control?  I’m not saying it can, but how do I know it can’t?  It’s basically a psychic me with no filter and no sense of moral obligation.  Ethical obligation.  Responsibility.  Whatever, it’s a ruthlessly self-centered, egotistical me.  If I can figure out a way to stay out of a black hole—and I’d be pretty motivated to do so—I have to figure out a way to keep it from happening.  If I have a rocket, how many ways could I make this plan go wrong? 
 
    The number was depressingly high. 
 
    Time for a rethink.  Remember the K.I.S.S. principle.  Keep It Simple, Stupid!  How can I keep this as stupidly simple as possible?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Houston, Texas 
 
      
 
    It’s some alternate timeline where transistor radios are high-tech, cars are tiny and aerodynamic, and city buildings are all made of brick.  There are other differences, of course.  There’s a tendency toward straw hats and striped pants in men’s fashions, and Houston has a cool, refreshing sea-breeze.  Cars are common and quite fast, but not jam-packed on the streets.  Houston has a lot of public transportation and, strangely enough, most of it seems reasonably clean.  The buses I expected, but I did not expect an extensive streetcar network.  Did they have this sort of thing in my own world?  Maybe I’ll go look, someday. 
 
    One of the things I like about this place is the availability of wide, open spaces, as well as access to a heavily-urbanized environment.  The first is ideal for experimenting.  The second is ideal for late-night meals—usually from a butcher shop or slaughterhouse, but getting mugged is still an option. 
 
    The other thing I like is the ready access to pipe.  Large pipe.  Thick and heavy pipe.  I can buy steel pipe in just about any size and length I like.  I can even have threading cut into the ends so I can screw the lengths of pipe together.  And I do. 
 
    I’m going as low-tech as I can manage.  I’m also going as low-magic as I feel I can get away with.  Here’s the plan. 
 
    I have a nice little spot out in the middle of nowhere.  It’s basically a barn a little way off what I think of as the I-10, but the locals call the Southern Highway.  The barn sits in what was once a farm, but after the farmhouse burned, the acreage went to brush and some small trees.  The gravel drive is really a pair of ruts through grass-like stuff tall enough to slap the hood.  I love it, from the standpoint of nobody will bother me there.  I’m not sure anybody will find me there. 
 
    Yes, I have a house, as well.  Yes, it’s more suburban.  And yes, you better believe it has hot and cold running water.  It’s a nice place to rest between test runs on my Orb-launcher, as well as an address for deliveries.  Bronze parked her statue in the garage and occupied a pickup truck.  She seems to like trucks, but has expressed the desire to wear something faster.  I’ve promised to find something for her as soon as we’re done.  For the time being, she’s been running back and forth between the house and the barn with me and loads of compressed air—I buy a tank of nitrogen and we haul it out with the new lengths of pipe. 
 
    Firebrand is keeping an eye on the Zombie World lair, sort of a last line of defense if killer psychic zombies breach the spells shielding the place.  I don’t want to pop back and find there are a dozen of the big ones waiting outside.  I want even less to do so and be taken by surprise.  I get a report every time I open a small gate, reach through, and swap out power crystals.  It’s much cheaper than physically going there and coming back! 
 
    So, the barn.  I did a little hammering, a little mending, a little cloaking, and I think we’re good.  It’ll stand up long enough for what I want, anyway.  It also has a light-proof corner where I can lurk during my transformations without resorting to a full suit of armor.  I don’t like going through the changes in the armor.  It’s like wearing one of those fireproof silver suits and being shot with a flamethrower.  Sure, I know I’m perfectly safe.  It doesn’t make the experience any less unnerving. 
 
    As for the Orb and how to dispose of it, I’ve been giving it some thought.  I still like the idea of dumping it in a black hole.  I simply don’t see how it can survive, but, magic.  Even if it does survive, no one is going to go in there and get it!  Eventually, even a supermassive black hole will decay to nothingness, but it will be a long, long time before that happens.  I’m pleased with this. 
 
    My plan is still the same as before:  Park a gate as close as possible and throw the Orb through.  However, since I can’t be totally sure of the relative motion of a brute-force gate, I want to launch the Orb, not merely toss it. 
 
    I miss Diogenes.  He could make a rocket for this.  Or a railgun.  I can’t.  At least, I can’t do it without spending more time on R&D than I like. 
 
    The problem with a rocket is the guidance.  With a missile, it’s not too difficult.  Missiles have vanes and fins for steering.  These don’t work too well in the vacuum of space, however.  There’s nothing out there, no atmosphere to push against.  It’s all a case of thrust and the center of gravity.  For space-based guidance, we have to either use a system of attitude jets—complicated and finicky—or a system of gyroscopes—also complicated and finicky.  So, no rockets. 
 
    Railguns are less complicated, but still finicky and hard to use multiple times.  I want ranging shots, test shots, to make sure I’ve got a mechanism both fast-acting and reliable.  Put a conductive shell around the Orb and it could, in theory, be launched with a railgun.  The problem is, each shell in a test shot will wear heavily on the system, changing the dynamics.  Worse, there are terrible problems in scaling up a railgun from the needle-shooter I built in high school to the twelve-inch-minimum launcher I’d need.  The capacitors alone would take up the barn and a couple of railroad boxcars!  Plus, someone would notice the massive amount of electricity being sucked out of the power grid. 
 
    How about an actual cannon?  It’s not a bad idea, but I would need to find a cannon—at least a twelve-inch gun.  I can’t simply swipe one.  People would talk.  Plus, anything that big is going to be too heavy.  Bronze could haul it for me, sure, but most guns of that size are naval guns, not portable artillery.  And I’m not going to build one!  Firing the thing creates breech pressures in the frightening range.  I’d rather not test fire a homemade cannon and discover I was wrong about… well, anything. 
 
    The idea of the gas pressure inside a cannon, though, gave me an idea. 
 
    I have some sixteen-inch pipe, much larger than the Orb, slowly accumulating in the barn.  I fire the thing as a test, add more pipe, and test it again.  My test shots are with loaded sabots.  Technically, the term “sabot” implies it will fall away at some point after I launch it.  Maybe a better term is “coffin.”  I’m sure it’ll come apart under the tidal stresses involved, but by then it should be too far down the gravity well to matter.  The final version will be a wooden form made of two pieces with an Orb-shaped hollow in the center.  It’s the same size as the pipe, or a little smaller, and sanded down smooth.  I’ve also gone to some trouble to wrap it in cloaking and concealment spells.  These will keep it hidden, yes, but they’re the cheap kind—they also block vision from inside.  I don’t plan to tell the Orb anything, just load it, lock it in, and let it wonder what I’m doing. 
 
    So, how do we launch this arrangement?  Compressed air.  I figure I’ll open a gate slightly larger than the pipe, slicing off the last little bit at the end.  This should suck out all the air in the pipe, creating a vacuum.  Behind the Orb, I’ll open up a heavy-duty dump valve, releasing the contents of six large air tanks.  Without air resistance in front, the Orb will shoot down the barrel of my popgun like an artillery shell. 
 
    It’s true the muzzle velocity will be minor compared to astronomical phenomena, but the launch will give me some control on where the Orb goes.  Since the gate should be stationary, relative to the singularity, the net velocity of the Orb’s projectile should be only what I impart to it with the air cannon—and over time, gravity.  If the Orb somehow breaks its containment and finds a way to influence its fall, I want it to have to overcome all of this. 
 
    I’m testing my cannon every time I get a new length of pipe.  There’s a Goldilocks zone as far as length of barrel is concerned and I’m slowly working my way up to it.  I still have a stack of coffins ready to bolt together, as well as a number of sandbags to simulate the weight of the Orb.  Between my math and my test firings, I think we’ll manage to be bang on target when the time comes. 
 
    This has not been a quick and easy process.  I’ve raided some of the power production in Zombie World and at the Cretaceous Lair to make this work, schlepping power crystals back and forth for charging.  The local house has grid power, so it’s doing some charging, but it’s a residential circuit, not an industrial one, and only rated for about a hundred amps, I think.  If the barn had grid power, I’d be using that, too.  As it is, what few power panels I’ve built here seldom replicate.  Their output is tasked with charging pipe-sized gates for testing.  Sometimes, when the crystals are full, the power panels replicate, but the power crystals are only full when I’m about to fire another test shot. 
 
    I could save power, of course, by picking a black hole in the local universe, but I’m feeling cautious.  This universe still has life in it.  I’m aiming at a universe farther along toward ultimate entropy—an older, more run-down universe.  It has some really large black holes, too, from galactic gravitational collapse. 
 
    The Orb will find itself blind and traveling ballistically through the vacuum of space on a collision course with one of the most voraciously destructive forces I can find in an ancient, dying universe.  If the damned thing comes back to bother me after this, I may have to learn to live with it.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Houston, Texas, January 11th 
 
      
 
    Sorry for the delay.  I’ve been busy, but I think I’m caught up, now.  I’ve had a lot to do and I’ve been pretty focused on making things happen, rather than taking notes.  Here’s a more coherent update. 
 
    I mentioned the barn, didn’t I?  Yes.  So, inside the barn I have a smallish gate setup mounted on one wall.  Down the length of the barn, there’s a lot of pipe.  What happens in a test run is this:  I load the Orb-substitute into the form.  This goes in the opposite end of the pipe and I screw the whole arrangement together.  It’s not exactly a breechloader, but it’s close enough.  When I open the gate at the far end, it cuts off a little bit of the pipe, making sure the new end of the pipe is completely flush with the open gateway.  Air gets sucked out of the pipe and into the vacuum of space. 
 
    I had a little trouble with this.  There isn’t a lot of air behind the form, but there is some.  There’s wadding behind the projectile, so there’s a pretty good seal.  Even a little air makes the whole thing move.  So I only fire it at night, when I can hold a bit of the wadding aside and the form in place with my tendrils.  Once this little bit of air vents away, the form sits there in a near-perfect vacuum. 
 
    With the wadding released to form a good seal again, I hit the lever to open the valve.  This vents the output from six large air tanks into the back end of my launcher.  The result is on par with some cannon.  High-pressure air launches my practice rounds pretty violently.  They’ve got about a ninety percent survival rate in the violence of the launch, so I’m including a small momentum-absorbing spell, much like the one I use on arrows to avoid destroying them.  The spell is deliberately fragile and designed to self-destruct once expended, so I don’t feel too bad about adding a bit of magic to the first two seconds after the launch. 
 
    The key, though, is aiming the thing.  It’s effectively a fixed gun emplacement.  The aiming comes from precise targeting of the gate. 
 
    I’ve tested the launcher.  It works.  It’s reliable.  My worry is getting the gate exactly right. 
 
    At least the tongs were easy.  They were modified from a pair of ice tongs, used for handling big blocks of ice.  Instead of the arms ending in points, though, they ended in circles, suitable for gripping a ball.  I even covered them with rubber, to be extra grippy.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Houston, Texas, January 19th 
 
      
 
    So, my test shots gave me data, both on the ballistics of the singularity and my projectiles.  I don’t have hard numbers, obviously, but my estimates and eyeballs tell me a lot about how to orient my gate for the final shot.  Given how far away I have to park the thing because of wormholes and gravitational distortion, I’m still pretty sure we can score a hit on the event horizon.  If not, it will at least join the accretion disk and spiral down. 
 
    The accretion disk gave me some concerns.  I’d rather drop the Orb of Evil as directly as possible.  As long as it’s in orbit, it’s not gone.  True, it will accelerate to nearly the speed of light as it whizzes around near the event horizon, causing it to experience drastic time dilation effects—but I don’t want it slowed down while the dying universe goes on around it.  I want it inside the event horizon.  I don’t know the Orb’s full powers, so I’m assuming the worst.  The less it has to work with, the better. 
 
    I’ve been parking my gate about fifteen degrees off the ecliptic and aiming for the center of mass.  My test shots seem to bear out the idea we can avoid most of the space junk and go directly to Hell, do not pause in Purgatory, do not collect any karma. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, back at the house on Camden Street, I’ve discovered a whole new issue.  I picked a low-rent neighborhood—an older suburb slowly giving in to entropy.  Cracked sidewalks, peeling paint, un-edged yards, old fences rusting, new security fences, all the usual signs of an area starting to decay.  None of the windows are boarded up, but any storm coming in off the Gulf could cause the first one to be permanently sealed.  I figured I wouldn’t be bothered by the local Welcome Wagon or a bunch of over-friendly neighbors.  And, to be fair, no one has tried to pound on my door and demand to welcome me. 
 
    On the other hand, someone did break into the house and steal stuff.  Nothing irreplaceable, but it’s still annoying.  Mostly they swiped cash, because everyone likes cash.  I shouldn’t complain too much.  I stole it from a bank vault in the first place.  It does annoy me, though, and it makes me wonder who’s spending the money.  Will anyone notice?  Will there be questions asked?  Is someone going to the police right now in hope of a reward?—while keeping the cash they stole, of course. 
 
    Why is it things always go wrong toward the end of a project? 
 
    Actually, I think I know why.  When I have a major project, it takes time.  The longer I spend on it, the greater the opportunity for things to go wrong.  Plus, I tend to pick low-rent districts where crime is more likely.  If there’s only a one percent chance for someone to burglarize my house every day, if I spend a hundred days, I’m probably getting burgled. 
 
    At least it wasn’t nasty hobbitses.  I know this for a fact.  The pantry was untouched. 
 
    Still, I suppose I should do something about this.  First off, fix the window they broke to get in.  Second, track down the money and find out how immediate the trouble is.  Do I need to run for it and start over?  Can I bring all my equipment and carry on with my plan elsewhere?  Or can I finish up here before I have to leave?  It’s important to know before I summon the Orb and launch it.  If I’m going to have to deal with a SWAT team while firing an inter-universal air cannon loaded with an Orb of Awful at a collapsed galaxy, I want to know. 
 
    I do not appreciate being diverted. 
 
    Given the nature of the neighborhood, I figured it was a fair bet I could search for a bundle of hundred-dollar bills and get one major hit.  Turns out I got three.  Once I started scrying on them, it was easy to see why.  One of them was what I can only describe as a “crack den” two blocks over.  They had drugs, weapons, and money.  If they were my thieves, their house could be easily sealed and burned to the ground.  Firebrand was all for it, which didn’t help me overcome my foul temper.  I’m trying to show restraint.  Brutally murdering everyone in the house isn’t the proper response to a theft—but I wanted to.  It was an obvious overreaction and it helped me to recognize that.  Besides, I don’t like it when people burn down my house.  I’ve been trying to avoid doing it to others. 
 
    The second and third hits, however, were the ones I wanted.  The culprits were a pair of older black boys, about fourteen years old, I’d say.  Half the money was under a mattress in one house, the other half was hidden under the floor in another.  Both boys were obviously members of less-wealthy households, yet they now had brand-new shoes and elaborate jackets—fashion items, I assume.  I didn’t see new bicycles, but the theft was earlier in the day, while I was out.  They might not have had time to buy much with their loot.  I suppose it’s possible they thought they were being cagey and clever by not spending too much at a time. 
 
    The good news, at least, was a complete lack of involvement on the authorities’ part.  The bad news was the inevitable involvement on the authorities’ part.  Parents tend to notice when one of the kids starts sporting lots of new toys.  Maybe the first one or two can be explained away as saving up allowance or from odd jobs, but after the second piece of expensive merchandise, someone’s getting interrogated. 
 
    Is this my problem?  No.  I stomped down my temper and reminded myself to keep a low profile.  If I raised a fuss, it would draw attention and delay my plans.  Besides, I’m trying to keep my emotional balance and letting them rob me of that, as well, would be bad for everybody.  Therefore, however reluctantly, I concluded they could keep the money.  As long as I have enough time to launch the Orb, I’ll consider it cost of doing business. 
 
    Maybe I should go do that, and right now.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Houston, Texas, January 20th 
 
      
 
    Power crystals?  Charged up, and lots of them.  Firebrand?  Fetched back and on hand.  Bronze?  Snorting fire next to me.  Armor?  You bet.  Cloak?  On alert.  Tongs of Ball Handling?  Check. 
 
    I need a different name for the tongs.  Maybe later. 
 
    Other assets, though—what about my altar ego?  Nope, still silent.  Well, you can’t have everything.  Next up, I’ll build him some actual divinity dynamos and see if I can jump-start him. 
 
    I also had two gates.  One for the cannon, one for us.  I used the big one for going back and forth to Zombie World—it’s just a ring of iridium wire, hung on a wall—but it would also serve as a grab gate for the Orb.  Once opened, I would have to reach through with the tongs and drag it back. 
 
    There’s the key point to the plan.  Finding the Orb in the seething sea of the void. 
 
    Turns out, it’s not so hard, which was a pleasant surprise. 
 
    I got a lock on it using my Ring of Spying.  With a mirror to operate the point-of-view scrying spell, it was obvious:  A big, black ball, hostile and angry, but not adrift in a sea of chaos.  Instead, it sat in a sack of some sort, covered in goo.  Turning the scrying sensor, I took a good look around.  The space it occupied was a sacklike area, possibly leather, but there were no seams.  The space was covered in a layer of foul-looking goo. 
 
    I finally figured it out.  Some Thing in the deep void ate it. 
 
    With anything else, this might count as a way to dispose of it.  I’m leery about the Orb working its will on some Thing big enough to casually gulp it down, though.  If it can control the Thing, it can go places.  Can the Orb see through its eyes?  Can it use the Thing’s ability to navigate—if any?  Can it go back to Rethven, or will it be happy with any world with people?  Can it force a Thing to go through a firmament?  Or can the Thing upchuck an Orb like spitting out a cannonball and let it simply fall through on its own? 
 
    Come to think of it, did the Thing assume a form because the Orb drifted by?  The Orb’s structure is a thing of order, not chaos, and could have a stabilizing effect on the chaos around it, much like a firmament.  It’s almost a pocket universe of its own, in some ways.  Or did the Orb drift close enough to a world for the Things nearby to be solid and hungry? 
 
    I sent the scrying sensor elsewhere, outside the Thing.  The resolution dropped off rapidly, but I did confirm the Thing was… swimming?  Flying?  Moving through the void, not stomping along some other world’s landscape or sitting in some conjurer’s containment circle. 
 
    Close enough for government work.  And, as a once and future king, I am a government.  But—surprise, surprise!—things didn’t go as planned. 
 
    Someone pounded on the barn door. 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    I don’t know.  I didn’t hear them come up.  I can’t hear them now. 
 
    One?  Ten? 
 
    One, I think. 
 
    Bronze snorted and planted hooves, prepared to move instantly in any direction.  I closed down my magical paraphernalia and put my helm on.  My gauntlets clip to my belt, but the helmet is awkward to carry around. 
 
    The knocking came again, this time as pounding hard enough to rattle the door.   
 
    “Who is it?” I called. 
 
    “Let this portal be opened,” came the response.  I didn’t like the response.  It’s not how the locals talk. 
 
    “What for?” I shot back. 
 
    This was not an acceptable answer.  The door blew out of the frame and pelted the far wall with fragments. 
 
    A young lady, early twenties, possibly all of five-foot-four and as skinny as I am, stepped through the smoking hole where the door had been. 
 
    I wasn’t fooled.  The blaze of light shining from inside her form of flesh was a complete giveaway.  Mortals might not see it, might not even sense it, but my eyes see the spirit behind the flesh better than they see the flesh.  The entity inside her body—or what was her body; she might not be in it anymore—was an energy-state being.  For lack of a better word, an angel. 
 
    My first thought wasn’t blasphemous, but it was certainly profane.  This is not the sort of interruption I needed. 
 
    “What happens here?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing, at the moment.  I just shut down a scrying mirror, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    She looked at me keenly for a moment.  My stealth and concealment spells took a beating from her gaze and I reinforced them with the power on hand in the crystals.  I looked back, trying to evaluate her.  She brightened even as I watched.  An effect of fresh occupancy?  Or was some sort of damping effect wearing off now that she was using her powers? 
 
    “The stench of chaos lingers in this place,” she told me.  “It clings to you like the night clings in shadows come the dawn.” 
 
    “Ah.  Perhaps your chief concern would be the gate,” I suggested, indicating the magical loop of wire.  I only wanted to divert her from me.  She turned her gaze to the iridium wire on the wall.  She approached it, looked at it intently, and laid a finger on it.  Her spirit brightened markedly, revealing itself fully as it put forth its power. 
 
    Iridium melts at about 2,500 degrees Centigrade.  Call it 4,500 Fahrenheit.  When it melts into a pool of liquid metal, it also sets fire to anything remotely flammable it touches, like barn walls, fresh logs, and some rocks. 
 
    I made a note to not shake hands and wished I’d thought to bring a fire extinguisher.  Come to that, an angel extinguisher was sounding pretty good right now. 
 
    She turned her attention to me again, this time without the laser glare.  She was actually rather pretty, in a curly-headed blonde sort of way.  Pity the thing inside her was the only thing I could really see clearly. 
 
    “What do you here?” 
 
    “I was trying to dispose of a creature of terrible evil, but an angel interrupted me.” 
 
    “I see no remains of any such being.” 
 
    “Did I mention an angel interrupted my good work?” 
 
    She—it—regarded me with a strangely impassive expression. 
 
    “The forces of chaos move within you,” it observed, and took a step toward me, hand outstretched.  I disappeared from in front of her, moved under the air cannon at the speed of dark, and reappeared on the far side.  I saw what it did to an iridium gateway.  I didn’t want her touching me in the first place, much less after such a comment.  The air cannon wasn’t much of a barrier, but it helped enforce some personal space. 
 
    “I’m aware of it,” I told her.  “The forces are fine just as they are.” 
 
    “They cannot be permitted to spread.” 
 
    “And they won’t.  They’re contained, are they not?” 
 
    It frowned. 
 
    “This is irregular.” 
 
    “It’s a hazard of life.  Irregular things happen.” 
 
    “They should not.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but they’re an observed fact.” 
 
    “This displeases me,” it observed.  It cocked her head and blinked at me, still trying to penetrate my privacy spells.  “How do you exist?  What are you?” 
 
    As it asked, I realized it was a tough question.  What am I?  From the angelic point of view… 
 
    “I’m a living human with a chaos infestation.  There’s nothing to be done about it.” 
 
    “I will purge it from you.”  It moved toward me again. 
 
    “Not without killing me,” I replied, and it stopped. 
 
    “What relevance does this observation possess?” it asked, as though genuinely puzzled. 
 
    “Aren’t you forbidden from killing humans?” 
 
    “Yes.  I am not certain you qualify.” 
 
    “Don’t like the sound of that,” I admitted, and reminded myself the angelic community might not have developed such high ethical standards at this point in time.  Come to that, Valan gave me the impression of different camps of angel-class beings.  Not all of them might share the stricture on human life, or even human extermination.  With this in mind, I moved to my left along the pipe, causing her to move a bit with me, but also changing the direction of her attention.  I make one hell of a distraction. 
 
    “Too much chaos enters as the world-vines grow.  There are too many strands of the world, and too many end in oblivion.  The chaos within you must not be permitted to disrupt the threads of fate.” 
 
    “Funnily enough, I’m kind of bound up in a predestination paradox, myself,” I admitted, still edging along. 
 
    “Impossible.  You are mortal.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, only by a technicality.” 
 
    “Your words are meaningless.  Cease your movement and the process of dissolution will be minimally destructive,” it ordered, extending one hand. 
 
    Bronze kicked like a ten-ton metal mule, shattering bones, rupturing organs, and sending the remains down the length of the pipe and into the barn wall.  The wall didn’t appreciate this, but the pieces didn’t actually go through.  Whatever the angel’s restrictions, it reacted the same as Valan to the destruction of a corporeal form.  White light erupted.  It filled the barn with a blinding radiance, gathered itself into a point of infinite brightness, and shot directly away until it vanished, all without ever leaving the barn. 
 
    Pan-dimensional beings of light annoy me. 
 
    When Valan did it, though, it was still daylight out.  When Miss Curly Top did it, it was night.  Naturally, I turned away and shielded my eyes the instant it started to explode with light, but, as with opening a pipe-gate into a sunny day, it didn’t do my face or hands any good.  I was blinded as my eyes scorched in their sockets, along with most of my face.  My armor protected me from the rest of it, but I now have a definitive answer on whether or not uncontained angelic light acts like sunlight on a chaos-blooded vampire. 
 
    Yes.  It does.  Not quite as harsh as sunlight, I think, but still unpleasant.  Not a welding flame, just a campfire.  It’s still painful and damaging.  Use caution when evicting them from their containers, whether they be flesh suits or magic bottles.  At least it was a flash burn, not an ongoing fire. 
 
    Is Bronze going to have to save you from every encounter with these things? Firebrand asked. 
 
    “Yes.”  My face hurt, but it wasn’t too badly damaged to speak clearly. 
 
    She is? 
 
    “Not really.  You’re forgetting the time I summoned up Valan and bottled him.” 
 
    Ah.  Fair enough.  But whenever you get into a fight with a powerful entity, she has to bail you out. 
 
    “We’re a team.  You helped on more than one occasion, yourself.” 
 
    I guess that’s true. 
 
    “Are you feeling left out?” 
 
    No! …not exactly. 
 
    “I’m sure we can find some giant zombies for you to explode.” 
 
    Maybe later, Firebrand decided.  Can you see, yet? 
 
    “No.  I’m feeling my way around with tendrils.” 
 
    Can you operate a gate? 
 
    “I doubt it.  Besides, Curly Top melted the big one.” 
 
    So, what do we do? 
 
    “First off, we put out the fire.” 
 
    Aww.  
 
    “I may need the barn, so don’t eat it.” 
 
    You keep wanting me to put them out, Firebrand reminded me.  I should practice. 
 
    “Fine, but we’ll work on it together.” 
 
    Feeling around with tendrils is not a good substitute for sight.  It’s better than using my burned hands, though.  I used the big can of water I kept for drinking.  This cooled the iridium puddle and put out most of the flames.  I used a tarp to beat the rest into submission before using the last of the water. 
 
    Good work by the blind fireman.  
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    After I ask what we do next. 
 
    “Next?”  I thought about it.  “All right, next, we move out into the woods.  There will be animals out there.  I can grab anything small with my tendrils and get blood in my eyes.  Bronze can do a run around us, herding anything larger toward me.  A deer, a hog, a coyote—I don’t know what they have around here, but just about anything will do if I can rip it open and stick my face in its guts.” 
 
    We did so.  Turns out, the local population of wild hogs is fairly large.  I drained the vitality out of three of them when Bronze herded a—what’s a group of hogs called, anyway?  She herded several of them near me.  The rest was simple enough.  This restored my eyes well enough to see.  My vision wasn’t as sharp as I’ve come to expect, but forty percent and slowly rising is better than zero percent and holding.  The blood treatments also killed the pain from the burns, finally. 
 
    As a note, small animals are not as useful to me as I hoped.  Sure, they have a little bit of blood, but there’s so little of it, it all soaks into my hands.  It helps, sure, but not nearly as much as direct application to the eyes.  Did my hands a world of good, though. 
 
    With my face no longer a warning poster for why sunscreen is important, I took stock.  My power crystals were no longer at full charge, but my parameters changed.  I no longer had a gate large enough to step through.  I could use the barn door as a locus, but it’s not a gate.  Was there enough to get us out of this world?  No.  Me, possibly, but a gate big enough for all of us would be open only a fraction of a second if it worked at all. 
 
    I knew I should have taken the time to construct a shift-booth.  The potential waste of effort didn’t seem to outweigh the energy savings.  I didn’t think I’d need a high-efficiency transfer, just a few small holes to move crystals back and forth a few times. 
 
    As for my gates, well, the cannon gate was intact.  I might fit through it, with a little struggle, but it would have to be open longer.  The solidified blob of metal was still iridium, but it wasn’t a gate.  If I had the power for it, I could carve a gate design on any handy wall, but power was still the issue. 
 
    My head came up, my eyes went wide, and I moved instantly to grab the crystals, my gate, the iridium—still hot, but what are gauntlets for?—and swing into the saddle. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “We’re out of here.” 
 
    Why?  What’s— 
 
    I didn’t have to kick Bronze’s sides.  She grasped the urgency and didn’t bother to ask for anything as silly as an explanation.  She put her head down and accelerated, ignoring anything she didn’t regard as an obstacle, which included the barn.  It would have included fences, single-course brick walls, and police roadblocks if any had been in the way. 
 
    —the problem? Firebrand finished. 
 
    “Angels.” 
 
    O-kay.  Not arguing, but I’m wondering why we’re suddenly running…? 
 
    “An angel showed up without warning.  I don’t know what got their attention, but we just sent one back to base with a hell of a headache.” 
 
    Can’t you go any faster? Firebrand asked Bronze.  She leaned into it harder, but also wanted to know where we were going.  Were we running from or running to?  Or were we starting with running from and we’d get to the running to later? 
 
    “From.  Just from.  At least while I think.” 
 
    Bronze devoted herself to making distance while I devoted myself to figuring out our next move. 
 
    Given:  Something attracted their attention.  I have some evidence that I, personally, don’t set off their alarms with the chaos in my blood.  If I did, they would be on me constantly.  Maybe it’s my privacy spells, maybe it’s the fact I’m a physical container for the chaos energy.  Either way, they can see it in me, but it doesn’t look like they innately sense it at a distance. 
 
    Likewise, gates don’t necessarily make their alarms go ping!  If they did, once again, I would have angelic trouble from On High all the time.  This leaves—to my way of thinking—only a few possibilities. 
 
    The first one, I can’t do anything about.  There might have been an angel wandering around nearby who happened to notice.  I don’t like the idea, but it’s possible.  I especially do not like the idea because there’s no way to tell.  I can cast cloaking spells on the barn, for example, but the gate connection is a line through multiple dimensions.  It’s like shielding your house and then shining a searchlight on something.  They can see the beam even if they can’t see the light bulb. 
 
    Angels annoy me. 
 
    If they have to be close by to see the effect of an active gate, that’s to my advantage.  But if they don’t intrinsically sense gates—Valan, for example, didn’t recognize the effect of a gate when my altar ego helped Bronze’s energy-form through to the junkyard—what made my most recent gate activity stand out?  The destination?  It’s possible a gate into the infinite void of chaos is like a beacon to the glowing things.  I’m told there’s a mandate to keep the chaos outside… well, outside.  A hole into the belly of a chaos beast may be like setting off a fire alarm. 
 
    As for other possibilities, I don’t have much.  Long-term gates?  Nope, we did it a lot in Apocalyptica.  No angels.  Multiple gate spells in quick succession?  Ditto.  I think it has to be either a chance encounter with a free-roaming angel, or a chaos-connected gate setting off alarms.  Either way, I have at least one angel upset with me. 
 
    Which left us with the present problem.  We drop-kicked an angel out of its human suit and into the afterlife.  Unless Curly Top was the Angel of Forgiveness, she might take exception to this.  Given her behavior prior to departure, I’m leaning more toward the idea she’s a fighting sort, possibly an avenging angel.  If she picks up a sword, I’m betting it blazes with holy fire. 
 
    I checked my various spells of hiding.  I don’t normally wear all of them when I’m not in Rethven, mostly because I don’t worry so much about shadowy conspiracies to assassinate the King, the Lord of Shadow, the Nightlord, or the Demon King.  Now, though, I have a good reason to worry about direct assaults from glowing figures of light wanting to put down a chaos beast in human form. 
 
    Damn it all, now I need specialized anti-angelic detection spells in the amulet, too, and I need to have them running by default.  I barely have a set of anti-dying spells—and I need to add to that set, too! 
 
    Still, no matter how you slice it, I don’t want to be fried.  I manually raised all my radar-stopping spells off my amulet and depleted the last of my power crystals.  The key to avoiding divine wrath is not being a target.  The easiest way to not be a divine target is to never incur the wrath of Heaven.  Since that ship sailed, caught fire, and promptly sank, I was stuck with being hard to find. 
 
    I wonder if there’s an angelic department in charge of finding lost things?  I hope not. 
 
    In the meantime, it would help to get as far away as possible from what might turn into ground zero.  Bronze was handling it excellently on the physical level.  What I wanted to do was get away on the multiversal level.  This involved getting power, drawing a gate, and making good our escape. 
 
    I didn’t like my idea, but it was the only reasonable idea I had.  We could run into the wilderness and replicate my usual converter setup, which would take quite a while… or go back to the house and charge more quickly there. 
 
    Since angels were unlikely to have noticed the house, we headed back to it.  I had a more mundane worry.  When we left the house, I thought we weren’t coming back, so I didn’t care if they wondered about the giant, fire-breathing horse.  We didn’t make a production of it, but we didn’t waste any major effort on sneaking away, either.  We left after dark and Bronze tread lightly and quietly, but that was about it. 
 
    I hope the neighbors are sound sleepers. 
 
      
 
    We approached the house with as much stealth as we could manage.  With the time near three in the morning, we managed fairly well.  Being a creature of darkness has its perks. 
 
    The alley down the middle of the block was unlit and unoccupied.  We stepped softly down it to my house.  The fence was five feet tall, so Bronze hopped over it—again, with great care.  I felt the impact of her landing, but I was standing right there.  Sneaking into the garage involved going around front, but I went inside, turned off the outside lights, opened the door, and rolled the truck partially out of the garage.  Bronze sneaked in under cover of darkness. 
 
    If I’d known we would come back, I would’ve had jumper cables for her, or at least a spare bumper for the truck.  As it was, she leaped from statue to truck and waited, idling in the driveway while I closed the garage door.  I went into the house and set up shop to charge magical crystals from the power grid.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Houston, Texas, January 21st 
 
      
 
    My original intention was to not futz around.  True, we could drive through the suburbs for a few hours, smorgasbording along in a cloud of dark, invisible tendrils, and eventually suck up enough vital force for me to do a gate spell, but it was late enough and the houses widely spaced enough I was pretty sure we wouldn’t manage it before dawn.  Maybe the next night, if I felt we were in a real hurry. 
 
    I also had some concerns about using vampire powers—chaos vampire powers—when angels were known to be in the same geographic region.  But I’m a paranoid coward with a persecution complex.  Doing the whole spell-driven tendril fan might be like waving a flag in angelic terms.  Quietly siphoning a few things a close range might be safer.  I did drain the vitality from the hogs Bronze herded my way when I was scorched, so it might not be too noticeable. 
 
    On the other hand, the house has multiple branch circuits and one 220-volt outlet for the electric dryer.  Overall, the house can safely draw about a hundred amps from the power grid.  My idea was to start with a conversion spell for the electricity and set it up to replicate.  By putting one on each branch circuit in the house, they would all replicate.  But my brain finally caught up to my situation and I realized I could simply go to the house power panel and put my replicating conversion spell above the main breaker.  True, the rest of the house would gradually dim to nearly zero as the spells took up more and more of the power from the grid, but if it got me out of this world faster, I was all for it. 
 
    Of course, there’s a butter zone between devoting everything to magical power production—an investment in more production—and in drawing off power to charge a crystal.  If I let the spells run long enough, they’ll eventually produce magical power at whatever limit is imposed by the power source, or near enough.  This will charge a crystal rapidly, but I don’t want to charge crystals repeatedly.  I want a charged crystal as quickly as I can get one.  So, rather than keep the replications running, there comes a point where it’s faster to divert all the power to charging. 
 
    I reached the point of diminishing returns a little after dawn.  One of my crystals started charging from the spell system in the breaker box.  I lit the gas stove and started recharging me by eating.  Thank goodness I didn’t clean out the pantry yesterday. 
 
    My face still hurt, though.  My regeneration fixed most of it, but I would have to live with what appeared to be a bad sunburn—ha, ha—and no eyebrows for the rest of the day.  I also didn’t like the way my eyes were deeply bloodshot.  Regenerating burns is about as bad as regrowing missing bits, probably because burned bits, effectively, have to be regrown.  It’s not the same as closing a wound.  Everything is still there if I get cut open.  Burning destroys tissue.  A cut is merely a rearrangement. 
 
    I was halfway through what I call breakfast when there was an explosion and the lights went out. 
 
    Well, crap.  I unsheathed Firebrand and kept low as I headed for the windows at the front of the house.  Who was attacking? 
 
    It took me longer than I like to admit to catch on.  It wasn’t an attack.  A pole transformer blew up down the block and took the local power with it.  No grenades.  No dynamite.  It was a rusty, old transformer and a surprising amount of kaboom. 
 
    I’m not sure, but it might have been me.  My power-conversion spells, anyway.  I doubt this old house ever drew a hundred amps in its life.  Add that load to the early-morning surge of power demand from the neighborhood… 
 
    This was a problem.  Without a power grid, those spells were useless.  I couldn’t even convert them to solar converters while we waited for a power company to fix the problem.  The electrical conversion is different from solar conversion, as well as being much smaller and more densely packed.  Solar is all about area.  Electrical is all about intensity.  The two don’t work the same despite sharing certain principles. 
 
    Nevertheless, I checked the telephone.  It was a rotary-dial phone, but I didn’t know the number to the power company.  After a conversation with an operator, I managed to call in the outage and report the street corner with the dead transformer and burning pole.  They informed me it might be a day or two. 
 
    I hung up rather than take it out on the nice lady answering the phone. 
 
    All right, can I remove the spells I’ve already replicated and take them elsewhere?  No.  They’re merged into the structure of the wiring.  I can’t simply grab them and bring them along to some other source.  I’d have to start over.  Of course, I could start producing solar converters, but such a course would also be starting over. 
 
    I felt an urge to draw a long diagram in the road, kill everyone I found, and use them as magical sacrifices to power my spells.  I resisted the urge.  I entertained the idea of finding a power substation and killing everyone there before using it as a power supply for my spells, but it was an all-or-nothing effort.  If anything went wrong at the substation, there would be police all around and all over me. 
 
    Deep breathing and some meditation practice aren’t sure-fire coping strategies for bursts of rage, but they help.  During the day, anyway. 
 
    All I want to do is leave the universe.  Why is this so hard? 
 
    Well, fine.  Be that way, universe!  I changed clothes and got out the ladder.  Lacking a ready magical power source, I climbed up on the roof with a grease pencil and started turning the roof into a solar collector. 
 
    “Mister Koberman?” 
 
    “One second,” I called back, not looking down.  I finished my symbols and turned, sitting on the angle of the roof.  Two policemen stood in my driveway, looking up at me.  “Can I help you, officers?” 
 
    “We’d like to ask you a few questions, sir.” 
 
    “Fire away.” 
 
    “Could you come down, sir?” 
 
    “Sure.  Hang on.  Ladder’s around back.  Come on around and we can sit on the patio.” 
 
    They started around the house and I headed down the back roof to the ladder.  We met on the patio. 
 
    “Now, officers…?” 
 
    “Michaels and Elliot, sir,” said the taller one, Michaels. 
 
    “Have a seat.  It’s a nice day out, especially for this time of year.  What can I do for you?” I asked, seating myself on the low half-wall along one side of the patio.  The bricks held me easily, unlike the creaky roof. 
 
    “Have you seen anything unusual in the neighborhood, Mr. Koberman?” 
 
    “Can’t say I have.  Of course, packs of children running around and being loud aren’t unusual, merely annoying.” 
 
    “No doubt, sir.  Do you own a horse?” 
 
    “I own a statue of a horse.  I inherited it from my father.  He was a master at bronzework, let me tell you.  The level of detail is incredible!  I don’t know what to do with it, really, since it’s a family heirloom at this point, but I’ve been considering auctioning it.  It really is quite amazing.  You should see it!” 
 
    “No, that’s quite all right,” interrupted Elliot.  “We’re not really looking for a statue.” 
 
    “What?  You mean you’re looking for a real horse?  In this neighborhood?” 
 
    “We had a report of someone suspicious on horseback last night, sir,” Michaels resumed.  “We’re canvasing the neighborhood to see if anyone saw or heard anything unusual.” 
 
    “I’m sure I would remember something like that,” I assured them.  “When was it?  I have a hard time getting to sleep, so I try to start by eight.” 
 
    “We’re told the incident was around eight o’clock.” 
 
    “I’d be in my pajamas by then, with the drapes closed.  If there wasn’t much noise, I could easily have missed it.  But is it illegal to ride a horse through the neighborhood?” 
 
    “No, it’s not.  The rider appeared to be dressed in some sort of costume and carrying a sword.” 
 
    “A sword?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “Six-guns, sure.  That makes sense for a cowboy.  But why a sword.  Oh!  A cavalry saber?” 
 
    “We’re not entirely sure, sir.  That’s why we’re out asking questions.” 
 
    “Wow.  I’m sorry I missed it.” 
 
    “So are we.  Well, thank you for your time, and we’re sorry to have called you down from…?” 
 
    “Oh, I was checking the roof.  I keep hearing a sort of flapping sound when the wind picks up and I think it’s a shingle, somewhere.  It’s woken me up at night a few times.  I’m marking the ones along the edge that seem loose.  I’ll get some sealant once I know how many I’ve got.  If there’s too many of them, I’ll get someone out to do some real roof-work.” 
 
    “Makes sense.  Oh, and get a front bumper for your truck, sir.” 
 
    “Already spoke to my mechanic.  He’s hunting around a junkyard.  At worst, I’ll drive it to the shop, but I hope to get him out here to help me put it on. 
 
    “Just thought I’d mention it before you got cited for it.  Good luck with the roof.” 
 
    “And good luck to you, too, officers.” 
 
    I showed them out to the front and went back to working on my roof.  Next time I plan to leave a world, I’m not going to go “Well, phooey.  What do I care?”  I’m maintaining my cover of mundanity right up until I step through the gate. 
 
      
 
    Trees. 
 
    Okay, I’ve got the roof covered in solar converter.  It’s charging my crystal, but it’s going to take a while. 
 
    On the other hand, trees.  They’re really good at absorbing solar energy.  They use it to create vital energy—it’s one of the major things they need to live.  There are two big trees near the house, so I’ve used a spell to tap them for vital energy.  This gets converted at a much higher ratio than solar energy—why, I’m not sure.  I’m trying not to kill the trees, though, so it’s still not fast. 
 
    Tonight, if the power is still out, I plan to go into town and take a walk through heavily-populated areas.  If I can suck up enough vital energy from enough people, I might be able to simply cast the required gate.  If not, I can channel a lot of it into a power crystal. 
 
    I dislike this.  I know there’s an energy-state being looking for me.  At least, I assume there is.  It may have decided to go elsewhere, or it may have called in all its friends.  It’s one reason I want out of this universe.  I’m hesitant to open a gate anywhere in the vicinity if I’m not going to immediately leave through it.  I don’t know if I have a legion of angels—is it a legion?  Or is that demons?  Maybe a choir.  A bunch of them, anyway—roaming around, trying to find me.  I fear I’m in the position of having fired a machine gun while a cop was around to notice.  Now I’ve evaded the metaphorical cop, but I don’t want to fire a pistol and give away my position. 
 
    I really need to get on the stick and wake up my altar ego.  I’m at a severe disadvantage.  I can’t perceive the energy planes like he can, and I need his help.  He could keep an eye out for energy beings and let me know if it’s safe to work.  There’s never a demigod around when you want one. 
 
      
 
    I forgot my face had some regenerating still to do.  I came out of my transformation hungry.  Well, after doing the vampire smorgasbord of vital energies, I might be able to find an all-night butcher or a convenient alley. 
 
    Bronze drove, Firebrand rode in the passenger seat, and I navigated.  What I was most concerned about was the possibility of encountering a glowing figure of light, and my night-eyes were best equipped to spot them.  We parked outside a nightclub and I checked for entities.  Seeing none, I insinuated tendrils through the wall, spreading a broad net through part of the building.  There was quite a lot of vitality to be had, but I kept it to a minimum.  A light touch, no more, and we moved on.  Within the hour, I was feeling pretty good.  I didn’t think it would open a gate, but all I was after was the acceleration of power accumulation. 
 
    Nothing of a celestial nature appeared.  Either they didn’t detect my tendrils as chaos manifestations, or I was in the position of a burglar who simply isn’t seen by the roving patrol car.  I don’t know which. 
 
    I went ahead and did the conversion spell to transfer much of my stolen energies into magical force for the power crystal I brought with me.  It wasn’t anywhere near fully charged, but I could use it during the day.  Gate travel needs to be a daytime activity, generally.  It’s fifty-fifty if my destination is in a daytime time zone. 
 
    There was a slight detour when I spotted a likely assailant.  Judging by the colors of his spirit, he was just the sort of man I needed.  I went down an alley, all alone, and came back out all alone—but without a hunger problem. 
 
    Then it was off to steal more vital energy from whatever clusters of people I could find.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Houston, Texas, January 22nd 
 
      
 
    After another day of charging, my crystals are borderline on whether or not we can leave safely.  If the power company would get around to replacing the damaged transformer, it wouldn’t be a problem.  Tonight, if I buffet my way through town again, we should have more than enough.  It doesn’t help that I have to keep diverting power into my hiding spells, but I’d rather keep them going if an angry angel is looking for me.   
 
    I’m wondering where to go.  Do I want to dive hurriedly through a gate into Zombie World and risk emerging in a horde of the things?  Or do I want to go to the Cretaceous Lair and risk leading some sneaky energy-being to my long-term safe house?  Oh, and risk being eaten by dinosaurs?  I have got move the Cretaceous gateway inside!  Maybe the pyramid has some usable spaces by now. 
 
    I wish I could look into each and see if it’s safe, sunlight-wise.  My Ring of Spying takes some power to operate.  Even if I have enough after the nightly buffet, I’m still leery of trying it.  It’s not the power cost that causes me to worry, but the use of a gate before I’m ready to leave.  I don’t want attention from On High.  If I were willing to risk it, I might even open the Ring of Spying and feed an orichalcum wire through the miniscule opening.  If I touch a charged power crystal, I should be able to draw power from it through the wire. 
 
    Of course, if my crystals were connected to my gate on the other end, I could dial up the Zombie World gate and draw on its power.  But nooooo—I had to have my larger crystals in a charging rack for easy grab-and-go.  There are a few tiny crystals and gems still embedded in the garage wall, but they don’t hold as much.  They’re there as an emergency activate-and-dive-through power source—more a parachute than a plane. 
 
    Still, the house in Zombie World is protected by several spells.  It should be okay, assuming I avoid a night-to-day near-death experience.  When we get home tonight, we should have sufficient charge to depart immediately.  I think we might.  I’d rather cope with a crash transformation than angelic incineration. 
 
    I’m glad I have a set of prepared spells for that. 
 
    Still, if nothing bothers us, I’ll wait until morning.  We’ll have more charge, for one thing, and I can make sure my spells are set to self-destruct when we leave.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Elbe, Zombie World 
 
      
 
    It’s just after sunrise, and we’re going for it.  Bronze is in her statue, I have all my stuff together, and we’re set to spring through.  I’m targeting the gate in the garage to cut down as much as possible on the power requirements and to use whatever power it has stored up.  It ought to be enough. 
 
      
 
    It was.  We stepped through before the rippling died down, then through the gate.  It cut off without my say-so, however, which would have disturbed me greatly if I’d been more alert.  As it was, we went from day to night in one step.  I was busy falling down and groaning for a few seconds.  Night to day is potentially fatal.  Day to night is fatal, but I get over it much quicker. 
 
    I sat up and looked around. 
 
    Nothing to see here, Boss. 
 
    “No zombies?” 
 
    Not anywhere I can hear them. 
 
    “Good enough.” 
 
    I trusted Firebrand, but there are moments when listening on the psychic wavelengths isn’t as thorough as I would like.  Bronze and I did a quick tour around the area to be sure.  Nope, no zombies.  I assume they were all off searching for food in places more likely to have it. 
 
    Bronze parked herself in the garage in both senses, with her statue outside and the truck parked but rumbling and ready.  Firebrand went into the fireplace.  I double-checked the anti-smoke spell on the chimney before I went into the workroom and checked on the sigil. 
 
    “Anybody home?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    I held it in both hands and thought into it.  Was there an echo?  Perhaps.  It might have been my imagination. 
 
    All right.  My altar ego is in sorry shape.  Comatose or dead, presumably, but it was possible he simply didn’t have the strength to respond.  I can continue to work on an Orb-launch without him, or I can shift focus and see if I can bring him up to speed. 
 
    I could use an ally on the energy planes. 
 
    Can I find a computer in this town with a drafting program? 
 
      
 
    Yes.  Yes, I can.  True, the logon to the computer required a password, but I didn’t teach computer science without learning a thing or two.  I pulled the hard drive, set it up as an auxiliary drive to a non-password-protected computer, and went poking around in the files.  I reset the password so I wouldn’t have to take the machine apart again and put it back in the original machine.  I started drafting designs for Diogenes’ full-scale divinity dynamo. 
 
    I’d forgotten how much osmium these things needed.  I believe the exact amount was a metric crapload.  Diogenes had the advantage of millions of robots, centuries of human efforts in finding and refining it, and no competition. 
 
    My advantage was a small gate, a knowledge of what I was seeking, and the willingness to swipe an ingot from each of several hundred worlds.  Or more than an ingot, if there were several in easy reach of where the gate opened.  It bothered me, at first, to be grabbing things through gates, what with the recent angelic attention, but I’ve been using gates forever without trouble.  Either it’s extremely unlikely they’ll notice, or they only notice when I open a hole directly into the void beyond the worlds.  I hope it’s the latter.  I really do. 
 
    Before I started the process, I took some charged crystals and set them in my garage gate.  This led me to realize the spell was expended in our recent arrival, so I had to re-cast the spell, as well.  The point being, I had an escape hatch if angels, zombies, angelic zombies, or zombie angels showed up.  Anything else I felt competent to handle. 
 
    Mind you, if we stepped through into a mob of zombie dinosaurs, I was going to have a persecution complex as well as a meltdown. 
 
    My larger plan was to draw the divinity dynamo out, select the appropriate parts, and either steal or salvage them all.  Electric motors I can find lying around.  Orichalcum I have to alloy out of copper wire—I’m not asking Bronze to contribute that much of her mane and tail!  Osmium?  I have to steal osmium, but I can focus on, say, any lumps of it buried in sand, silt, or dirt.  Surely, in an infinite set of universes, someone has lost an ingot. 
 
    Which gave me a thought.  If there are an infinite set of universes, how many of them have divinity dynamos already?  Can I find one with a gate-search?  I wouldn’t have to steal it, but I should probably find out if they exist. 
 
    For the record, they do not.  At least, there were no unshielded locations with the things.  There may be millions hidden by shielding spells, but there were none out in the open where I could find them.  Does this mean they are never developed by anyone?  Or that the total possible universes isn’t truly an infinite set?  A huge set, yes, but not infinite?  Could there be no lightsabers, for example, not because I don’t know how they work, but because they simply aren’t developed by anyone so far? 
 
    This led me to other questions about things I could find.  For example, if I’m working on building divinity dynamos here in Zombie World, is there a variant of Zombie World where I started working on the things as my first priority?  Say, where I decided to help my altar ego more forcefully, instead of building a Cretaceous Lair? 
 
    No, there is not.  As far as I can tell with a number of searches, I don’t exist anywhere else.  This is not entirely unexpected, since I’m in the distant past.  Most of the “modern” worlds I know of are materially different from the one where I was born, so I may not ever exist in them.  However, I would have thought I would exist in alternate worlds based off later branchings from worlds I’ve visited. 
 
    It’s like this.  I go to… the Cretaceous, let’s say.  I find a good spot for my pet pyramid.  Eventually, I start it growing.  I did all this, so there are two timelines—the original, where I never showed up, and the alternate where I did.  I’ve looked for the “untouched” Cretaceous and it’s there.  It’s a world I didn’t visit.  It branched off, as far as I can tell, from the moment I connected with a gate.  The other is an alternate timeline where I did show up and did plant my pyramid. 
 
    Theory suggests my alternate timeline should have alternate branchings, as well.  There should be a world where I planted the pyramid on the opposite side of the creek.  There should be a world where I constructed a gate-arch, rather than hanging a loop of enchanted wire.  There should be a world where I put my lair in what would one day be Africa, instead of Russia.  Yet, no matter what parameters I try, I don’t find anything resembling these worlds.  Variations on the Cretaceous, yes—a forest fire here, an earthquake there, whatever.  None of these variations have me in them.  I tried with Zombie World, the Cretaceous, and the kilt-wearing Seattle.  “My” alternate timeline is there—the branch created by my interference with the original—but no alternates of “my” timeline appear to exist.  Once I show up, the timeline created is a single branch, without sub-branches of its own, as far as I can tell.  I won’t say it’s a fact, since I haven’t done a full-scale research project on it, but it seems that way from my initial observations. 
 
    I’m both disappointed and relieved.  It would be interesting, to say the least, to call myself up for help.  Or go help myself in another world.  Or, if worse came to worst, call up several hundred or several thousand or several million of me. 
 
    Nuke Rethven?  What for?  I have a million nightlords willing to do anything to keep it from happening.  What’s on the other side?  A billion drug-crazed maniacs?  Is that all?  Oh, and only one Lord of Light?  Pfft.  Come here, you glowing son of a bitch.  We want a profane Word with you. 
 
    Sadly, this does not seem to work.  I think—I can’t prove it, but I think—the action of connecting with an inter-universal gateway has some sort of stabilizing effect on the… I hate to throw around the word “quantum,” but it’ll have to do.  It has some sort of stabilizing effect on the quantum signature of the universe.  The “original” universe continues to subdivide normally, but “mine” doesn’t do it anymore. 
 
    It’s almost as though any world I’m in won’t give second chances.  There’s no alternate timeline where I made the other choice in a decision. 
 
    I don’t feel comfortable with the implications. 
 
    On the other hand, I don’t have to worry about some other-universe me popping in to ask for help with something he screwed up, either.  So there’s that.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Elbe, Zombie World, Still Here 
 
      
 
    Mary would be appalled.  I think.  I’ve been using the Ring of Spying and a mirror to locate suitable sources of osmium.  Homing in on buried ingots is not as profitable as I’d hoped.  I can’t open a gate inside the ground.  On the other hand, I can open a gate on the surface, directly above my target.  If it’s not buried too deeply, this works pretty well. 
 
    I have learned to check the depth of the water, if the ingot I’m after is buried in silt.  At the bottom of a river is okay.  I can open the gate in the back yard, reach through the blast of water from the gate, and grab my target—assuming it doesn’t get washed through!  On the other hand, if I find an ingot at the bottom of a larger body of water, the blast coming through the gate reminds me uncomfortably of Johann’s attempts at assassination-by-gate.  Being shot by a water cannon is not an ideal outcome. 
 
    After the gate shut off and I finished sputtering and wheezing, I let the back yard drain for a few minutes.  I crawled into the house, mindful of the way my ribs moved.  I lay there in the kitchen for a while, concentrating on breathing.  I try to do my gate-work during the day, for obvious safety reasons, so being hammered by a ton or more of water pressure is bad for me.  New safety protocols are coming up as soon as I cough up a lung to see if it’s punctured and recover a bit more. 
 
    Mary would be appalled at this, yes, but I was going somewhere else with the idea.  Sorry.  Still recuperating from being water-hammered.  Oh!  I remember.  She would be appalled at the ease with which I steal things.  All through the Earth timelines, there are multiple variants on any given source of… well, whatever.  Open a portal, grab it, close the portal.  Repeat as needed and as power allows. 
 
    I know she doesn’t steal things for the value of them, but I think she would lose some of her delight in the challenge.  If there’s an easy way to get it, her hobby would be nothing more than deliberately taking the hard way.  Or am I thinking about it wrongly?  Is the whole point to do it the hard way?  Maybe I don’t understand her. 
 
    Maybe I should stay still and let my healing spells do their work until nightfall. 
 
    I should have stolen something to eat, too.  All I have in the house is… yeah, chili and beans. 
 
    Can I go back in time to kill the man who bought nothing but chili and beans?  No, I didn’t build a gate before it happened, so I can’t go back to it.  Pity. 
 
      
 
    Osmium is darn near impossible to work with.  My collection of fountain pen nibs, scientific ingots, and containers of powdered metal is more a junk pile than a supply.  At least I finally realized I could keep recovering the same lost ingot over and over.  When I open a gate, the world-line branches, making a new branch where I opened it.  I take the ingot and close the gate.  Then I look for the original world-line, where I never swiped the ingot—and I swipe it again, creating another world-line. 
 
    This feels like cheating, somehow.  I’m sure there are implications to creating world-line after world-line, but I’m not sure what they are.  There are already an enormous number of them, growing all the time.  What’s a few dozen more?  Or a few million? 
 
    It still worries me, at least a little. 
 
    As for working with my pile of metal, osmium is not a friendly element.  I simply don’t have the equipment.  Processing it by heating it and hammering it in mundane fashion isn’t really practical.  It melts at around 3,300 C, or 5,500 F, so even getting it to soften is challenging.  Oh, Firebrand and I can do it, but it’s like pulling dragon teeth. 
 
    On the other hand, here in Zombie World I have a steady supply of magical power.  The spell is changing the shape of the metal, much like a spell to reshape and join individual stones.  The pile is slowly turning into the cylinder I need for the field rotor.  It’ll take a while, but the whole project will take a while. 
 
    I have orichalcum wire to alloy and an electric motor to clean.  I’ll be back.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Cretaceous Progress Report 
 
      
 
    I have wire, motors, and most of the other components I need.  As I suspected, the osmium is the holdup.  The hardness of the material is a factor in my gradual-manipulation spell.  The material flows slowly into the shape I want, so it’ll get there eventually.  I do have a workaround, though.  Firebrand can melt osmium, but it’s a lot of work—and I have nothing to keep molten osmium in!  Fortunately, osmium is also somewhat brittle.  Beating it to pieces with a hammer or carving it into strips with my Saber of Sharpness are both decent methods of turning a lump into smaller lumps.  Small lumps are laid out like smoothing a layer of gravel.  I add the powdered osmium to fill in the gaps.  With a little help from Firebrand to soften the metal, I can sort-of hammer it flat.  Flattish.  Less lumpy.  It means my reshaping spell has a lot less work to do. 
 
    Anyway, the new lair. 
 
    I’ve checked on the Cretaceous Lair.  It’s looking good.  The size is about right, the rooms inside are fully formed, and the solar power panels have spread all around it.  In fact, there are a number of new animals hanging around the place.  The panels are placed above the ground, about fifty feet up to avoid interference from the plant and animal life.  They act as an invisible sunscreen to the tune of four percent or so.  This makes the area around the pet pyramid slightly cooler.  It’s not enough for me to notice, but some living things find it wonderful.  The Go Away spell is targeted on larger animals, so all my new neighbors are of the one ton and under variety. 
 
    I’m not sure I approve, but I need the power.  They might turn into snack food if they prove troublesome. 
 
    I’m debating on the door, though.  There’s a cut-out section of one edge of the upper pyramid and the door is set back in that.  It’s a stone pivot-door, large enough for Bronze.  It ought to be good enough, but I know from experience the pivot-point is a weak spot.  I can break it and knock down the door.  I’m sure most dinosaurs can, too.  I might want to replace it with a vault door or similar hatch.  It doesn’t need to be an actual vault door, but it does need to be dinosaur-resistant if not dinosaur-proof.  Then again, most dinosaurs have no interest in big rocks and seldom try to shove them.  I haven’t decided how to handle it. 
 
    Since I have so many new neighbors, I’ve relocated my outdoor gate site from between two trees and into the pet pyramid.  It takes a while to absorb things into a wall for mounting, especially since the pyramid is running on low power.  It has solar panels, not a matter-conversion reactor, and they’re turning sunlight into magic and then magic into vitality.  It’s not terribly efficient.  It’s still scorchingly fast for a pet rock, but the bar was never all that high.  At least now, though, my arrival in the Cretaceous Lair will be in darkness, rather than potentially in sunlight.  Under no circumstances will I enjoy a time-zone mistake, but at least I don’t have to worry about being flash-fried.  With the addition of an actual gate enchantment and some power crystals, I shouldn’t have to worry about power problems in getting here.  If I can make a connection at all, this gate should maintain it long enough for Bronze and I to step through safely. 
 
    For more mundane biological problems, I have a temporary solution to the air, at least.  The pollen doesn’t seem actively hostile, but it’s triggering almost allergic reactions, so I have a filter spell to keep the air clean.  Another filter spell is accepting or rejecting individual air molecules—oxygen and nitrogen—based on ratios more appropriate to the modern era.  Yet another spell is pushing air around to circulate it and spread the more-breathable air throughout the lair.  I’ve got some smaller passages—air conduits—forming near the surface of the pyramid.  Heating from sunlight will cause convection and eliminate the need for the air-moving spell. 
 
    It’s not a bio-dome.  It’s an undead pyramid lair, which is simpler. 
 
    Come to think of it, mummies get pyramids.  Is this because they’re primarily Egyptian?  What’s the proper shape for vampires?  Do vampires even have a proper lair shape, aside from coffins?  Tombs, maybe.  Seems unfair, really, how mummies get a simple geometric shape and vampires have to muddle through with a mess of other things.  Bats, coffins, and the like.  Maybe I should have been a mummy. 
 
    Undead lair or not, I’m sometimes all too mortal.  I also need to think about stocking this place with mortal food.  Dinosaurs are edible, but I’m thinking about less-than-ideal conditions.  What if I arrive through a gate and collapse from a night-to-day shift?  I won’t want to crawl outside and kill my breakfast.  I won’t want to crawl to the kitchen, either, but I might actually manage it.  Then there’s the water.  How do I want to store it?  How will I heat it?  How will I cook food?  Or will I rely only on pre-packaged not-chili-with-beans meals? 
 
    Setting up a vampire disaster shelter isn’t as easy as I thought. 
 
    Here in Elbe, I’ve revamped the garage gate.  With a powered gateway in the Cretaceous, I thought I might as well have one here, too.  This makes a reasonably good spot as a bail-out point and I want more than one.  I’d hate to have to exit one Earth and be followed by an energy being back to my nice lair.  The gate here is still only a spell, but I’ve added more power storage to it.  Again, the objective is to have enough power on this end to make an emergency arrival and emergency departure safely.  It’s still set up to self-destruct, as are all the other spells around the place, if I give it the go-code.  The spells will unravel, hopefully harmlessly, leaving nothing for a pursuer to work with. 
 
    I’m thinking I need other places to hide, as well.  Maybe someplace not under potential threat of super-intelligent zombie hordes.  On the other hand, anyone who traces me to this world will have a whole new set of problems while tracking me down.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Elbe, Zombie World, Still Going 
 
      
 
    I’ve been looking at other worlds through my Ring of Spying setup and I’ve had some disturbing thoughts. 
 
    The energy-state beings I call “angels” seem to have a preference for Earth-based universes.  My guess is this place is their native habitat.  This is all fine and dandy, but hanging around here means I’m easier to find.  This makes me uncomfortable, but it isn’t a pressing matter.  Since they don’t consistently show up on my doorstep every time I come to a halt, I tentatively conjecture they need to actually lay eyes on me—usually—rather than consult some sort of radar-like sense. 
 
    Which brings me to my divinity dynamo.  My present generator is a wimpy little thing, little more than a hand-cranked flashlight in terms of power.  When I bring the actual dynamo on-line, however, it will produce an order of magnitude more power.  Connecting direct leads to my altar ego’s sigil will keep it—effectively—tuned to his specific frequency, yes, but it will inevitably have some bleed-over.  In Apocalyptica, we had a sealed chamber with heavy shielding to hide the emanations, but we also had an active altar ego sucking up the effects.  I’m worried about blasting a firehose at my dried-up husk of an altar ego and spraying water everywhere for a while.  When—and if—he wakes up and starts gulping it down from the end of the hose, everything should be fine, but how much of a ruckus am I going to make until then?  Is it going to be noticeable in the celestial realms?  Is it going to attract angels and demons and ghosts and whatever else may feed on these emanations? 
 
    I want more places to run to before I start trying to feed my altar ego in earnest.  I also want a less conspicuous position, preferably in a world outside the Earth timelines, where angels fear to tread or at least don’t go. 
 
    Another selling point for non-Earthly worlds is the Orb.  If my gate into the guts of a void-dwelling creature is what attracted attention in the first place, I’d rather do my Orb-hunting and Orb-launching from somewhere outside their jurisdiction.  Call me crazy, but I don’t think being a chaos-infested monster caught by order-aligned energy beings in the act of opening a portal to the void is a good thing.  Again, it’s too specific to be a general maxim, but you get the idea. 
 
    Unfortunately, while I have some yardsticks by which I can judge Earth-based worlds, alien worlds outside the nominal history of Earth are a bit trickier.  I suspect I’m going to have to look for horses, armor, and swords.  I want to blend in comfortably.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    In the World of Tauta 
 
      
 
    I still find it peculiar how magic and technology seem at odds.  I know, I know.  Magic tends to shoot down technological progress.  Who wants to go to all the effort of research, prototyping, testing, and rebuilding a machine when a wizard can do the job right now?  Or, contrariwise, who wants to rely on some unpredictable, low-powered spell by a crazy old coot when a machine is more reliable?  Humans are lazy.  They always want the cheap and easy way.  I know because I remember being one. 
 
    Is there a world out there with only middling-level magical power and a thriving culture of both magic and technology?  Maybe.  Someday I might go look.  Right now, I have once and future problems. 
 
    I’ve been exploring, scouting.  This is not a simple process.  I’m evaluating worlds!  I hunt for a world with my Ring of Spying, look it over as best I can, and, if I don’t spot anything that’s a deal-breaker, I go there and scout it out.  Much of the time, I find a free-roaming world in the void and see something I don’t like.  The rest require the personal touch. 
 
    Fifty-eight of them. 
 
    Some are borderline acceptable.  Most are places I don’t want to stay, for one reason or another.  I’m not against dragons, exactly, but I need to live in an area near a dense human population and many dragons appear to want the same thing.  Food?  Treasure?  Someone to torment with riddles?  Neither Firebrand nor I know these dragons. 
 
    Wizards are also, by and large, acceptable.  Most of the void-worlds have a middling-to-high magical environment.  However, a society ruled by the magical elite is not entirely to my taste.  They’ll notice me and want to bother me.  It’s kind of like a high-tech world.  Someone’s going to go, “Hey, who is he?  I’ve never seen him before.”  True, the wizards are going to wonder more about why I’m wearing such dense cloaking spells rather than question me about lacking a tax ID number, but in both cases, someone’s going to show up and demand answers I don’t want to give. 
 
    Likewise, theocracies abound.  The less said about those, the better. 
 
    Tauta is a void-world and, as is usual, a magical world.  I did some scrying on it from a more omniscient perspective and decided, as magical worlds go, it wasn’t too bad.  The world is a sphere, at least.  Their sun orbits around the equator—that is, it rolls around on the inside of the spherical Firmament.  The world doesn’t spin, so there are no poles, so there’s no midpoint between them.  Instead, there’s the path the sun follows, which is close enough to an equator.  The place also has a moon, but it’s in what I’d call a polar orbit.  The orbits of the sun and moon intersect, but the timing is such they’re an hundred and eighty degrees off from each other.  When the sun would cross the orbit of the moon, the moon is on the far side of the planet.  About six hours later, the moon crosses the orbit of the sun—but the sun is halfway around the planet. 
 
    I’m not sure this orbital setup is actually a stable one, but I’m not sure the sun or moon actually have gravity, either.  I haven’t checked the tides. 
 
    It’s almost as though someone designed this universe to function a specific way.  If so, kudos to them.  I like this a lot better than the whole flat world with a daily sun-generating mechanism. 
 
    From what I’ve seen of the place, there is one major area of civilization, along the eastern and southeastern portion of the largest of the three continents.  Other civilizations are about the tribal level of organization, although some are quite widespread.  The most advanced civilization has cities.  A cursory look at the planet along the night side says the rest of the planet has villages, possibly towns.  Cities have lights.  The rest, for the most part, do not. 
 
    Even so, the big technology in the largest piece of civilization appears to be the overshot water wheel.  They also have windmills, usually one for every village.  Vast amounts of land are plowed and planted, mostly in some river deltas and large plains.  They do understand the aqueduct and use it for irrigation and for supplying water to the cities.  I’m guessing it’s a feudal society, but I don’t know for certain.  The local technology won’t support real-time democracy, but a representative democracy could work.  I’d bet on some sort of ruling class, though—a monarchy, a council of nobles, a hereditary Senate, something along those lines. 
 
    Still, they have people in varying forms of ornate armor, several kinds of swords, lots of horses, shops with goods, professional wizards, and decoration from here to breakfast.  They decorate everything.  They have excellent metalwork and can produce decent steel, so swords and armor are inlaid with elaborate tracery, often in gold or silver.  Their best swords seem to have what I think of as Damascus striations, so Firebrand blends in nicely here, except for the size.  It’s at least a foot longer than any other hand-held blade and correspondingly heavier.  They also make swords with other techniques, but the ripples in the Damascus technique caught my attention. 
 
    Their tendency to decoration doesn’t stop with swords, shields, and armor.  The leatherwork on saddles involves embossing it to death.  Even the hitching rails outside buildings have at least carved heads of fantastic beasts on the ends.  Constructing a house doesn’t simply involve throwing up walls and a roof.  No, it involves a lot of carving on everything.  It extends to their clothes, too.  I haven’t seen a solid color.  Everyone has some sort of design, whether it be stripes or checks or complex embroidery. 
 
    Even people in armor aren’t immune.  The armor itself is usually a combination of metals, such as steel, bronze, and brass, with silver or gold as highlights.  The lighter armor, like scale, is usually enameled, while chain is decorated with extra links of different-colored metals.  The heavy armor is where the really intricate decoration hits.  It’s worked into animal and monster forms, or abstract designs of great delicacy. 
 
    The helmets have the same financial dichotomy.  Lower-income?  Open-faced things, like Greek helms.  Higher-income?  Same basic design, but with ornate designs in the structure, patterned after birds or monsters.  They’re functional, but they’re also works of art.  I’d hate to wear one in combat, though.  One solid hit would not only ring your bell but send your helmet to the shop for a week.  I’ll stick with mine—more like a motorcycle helmet.  I like padding, and the smooth exterior lets things slide off rather than catch in something fancy.  
 
    I’ve seen a lot of cooling enchantments in the tabards and cloaks.  I am not surprised.  Down near the solar track, it’s positively tropical.  There isn’t much in the way of desert on the more populated continent, but there’s a fair amount of jungle and what looks like rainforest.  At least, anywhere there isn’t a strong human presence. 
 
    All this effort to make things look fancy falls down hard when we get to the lousy roads.  Most of these are dirt ruts between settlements.  Inside the villages, it’s no better.  Streets are still dirt, but raised wooden walkways may line the storefronts of the main street.  It’s the same in most small towns.  You can tell the prosperous places by the cobbles or paving slabs.  Real cities have special channels under the walkways—they invented sidewalks!—for water and sewage runoff. 
 
    Magic, as far as I’ve seen, is mostly of the enchantment variety.  I haven’t seen anyone actually casting spells, but I’m also not poking my nose into a wizard’s laboratory, either.  Magical lamps, enchanted cloaks, enhanced armor, self-sharpening swords—all these are available.  Any number of things also have a sort of self-repair enchantment in them.  Well, if you’re going to have something finely carved and intricately decorated, you want it to last.  No doubt I’ll find out more about their magical systems by bumping into them. 
 
    With an eye to what sorts of traveling I might need to do, I looked around for the right combination of geography, geology, and genealogy.  What caught my eye was a city with a harbor, near a range of mountains.  There were old mines and some caves, either one suitable for a hermit wizard.  The proximity to the city would make eating simple, as well as provide a ready source of goods too cheap to be worth opening a trans-universal gate for. 
 
    So we arrived early one evening at the mouth of an old mine.  It ran back into the mountain behind us for some distance.  I picked it because the mouth of the tunnel was a natural cavern someone expanded.  It had a high ceiling and plenty of room.  Bronze fit in it without trouble.  It also had two other things going for it.  The road was wide enough for her all the way up, and there was a natural spring inside the mine.  It flooded the lower levels, but I didn’t care.  It was a place to stay until I reassembled my air cannon, summoned an Evil Orb, and blew it away. 
 
    I hung a tarp over the mouth of the tunnel and got busy with the chalk.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 9th Day of Varinskir, Year of the Monvar 
 
      
 
    I hate their calendar.  They don’t have seasons, but they do see the need to mark time.  Years are an arbitrary three hundred and thirty-three days, divided into eleven months of thirty-three days each, and further divided into three eleven-day weeks. 
 
    It works out neatly, sure, but I still don’t like it.  Why isn’t it a thousand days?  Or a hundred?  Wouldn’t it make more sense to be decimal instead of combinations of three and eleven?  And why three and eleven?  Why not fives?  For that matter, why not seven? 
 
    It gets worse.  The simplicity of the divisions in a year are the only simple part.  The years themselves are named, not numbered.  There’s some complicated list of “Year of the Something” for about ninety or a hundred things, then they start over.  I didn’t get a list, but I spoke to some locals who reminisced about previous “Year of the Somethings” for a while.  One absolute geezer commented he was born in the Year of the Falkennin—whatever a falkennin is—and would see a second one next year.  He was looking forward to the celebration since it was a rare event.  It also, supposedly, assured him a quick rebirth when his time to die came around. 
 
    The local religions preach reincarnation, by the way.  I’m okay with it.  I have some hints there may be some substance to the rumors. 
 
    Setting up shop in the old mine was relatively uneventful.  I spent the last few days smoothing out the floor, adding recesses in the walls for shelving, putting scryshields around the place, carving out a bathing area under the spring, and otherwise making it a place to stay.  There were no rails, so they didn’t use those sorts of mine carts for extracting ore.  The tunnel floors were smooth, though.  Wheelbarrows?  Small wagons?  A horse wouldn’t like the tunnels at all, but could be persuaded and, at a junction, even turn around.  Ponies or donkeys might be practical.  Bronze could worm her way down, but turning around would be an operation and probably involve some impromptu excavation, unholy amounts of noise, and terrible scratches.  I hate it when she gets scratched and dinged up. 
 
    I have a few repair spells running on the braces and beams nearer the entrance. 
 
    After a few trips into the city—Sarashda—I have some basic furniture, a good, solid door, and a couple of lamps.  They make magical lamps that require no fuel, but they want more gold than I have on hand.  I bought regular lamps and put a light spell in them after I brought them back.  In another day or so I expect to have a mirror here for my Ring of Spying.  They make good mirrors, with heavily-worked, ornate frames.  I also plan to assemble and enchant my divinity dynamo here, as well as install three iridium-wire gates on a prepared wall.  The full-size gate is the priority, in case we need to leave.  The medium-sized gate will be for snatching air tanks, piping, and other big-ticket items.  The smallest one, eventually, will be for chucking an Orb. 
 
    I’m still concerned about what it’s doing in the belly of a Thing.  More properly, I’m concerned about what it’s doing with a Thing.  Hell, I’m worried about what it’s doing. 
 
    In other news, the locals are impressed by Bronze, but not screaming about the sorcery.  The city has lots of magical devices, both in public and on persons.  They have public lighting along the streets, for example.  Those who are at least moderately prosperous wear magical jewelry, usually a ring or an amulet, as well as enchanted clothes!  I don’t know what they all do since I haven’t stared at anyone long enough to identify anything, but I can tell the enchantments vary in power and complexity.  Most clothes seem to be utilitarian things, probably to waterproof someone’s boots or the like.  I’m less certain about the jewelry. 
 
    So, clearly, I’m a wizard and I have a magic statue.  Amazing, remarkable, and a wonder of modern magic, but just magic.  I do still get funny looks from people when I ride into town, but I’m not sure why.  I decided to ask.  It wouldn’t be the first time I completely missed the cultural significance of something I didn’t care about. 
 
    “I notice you’re staring at me.  May I ask why?” 
 
    “Was I?  I apologize.  I was not aware of it.  I humbly beg your forgiveness!” 
 
    “You’re forgiven.  I’m still wondering why.” 
 
    “Thank you!  Thank you for your kindness, great sir!”  Cue the scurrying away. 
 
    I admit I can appear intimidating in my armor.  Firebrand isn’t a source of comfort for people, either, unless they’re on my side. 
 
    Firebrand? I asked. 
 
    He was staring because he’s not sure what to make of you. 
 
    Make of me? 
 
    I don’t know.  It was all jumbled up in his head.  You’re a warrior with a magic steed, and that’s fine.  Probably hideously expensive, but it just means you’re rich.  So you must be part of a great House.  But you don’t have a House symbol.  You wear a single color, so you must be a priest.  Priests don’t come in black.  You’re not one thing or the other.  You’re alien to his experience, somehow, and it makes his thoughts go all crazed.  He noticed you’re pale, too, compared to everyone else, but it was the least weird thing about you. 
 
    Weird.  They do all have at least a deep tan, but it might be genetic.  Maybe I should darken my skin a few more shades. 
 
    I don’t think it’ll help, Boss.  It’s not the main thing.  He was confused and scared about not being able to immediately identify you as something definite.  You can’t be a warrior and something else, and wearing armor means you’re a warrior.  Your colors—your color, rather—is a symbol of the priesthood, somehow, but black isn’t one of their colors.  So he’s confused. 
 
    Well, they’ve seen me in my armor.  It’s not my fault Diogenes went for pure functionality instead of ornamentation.  I’m not taking it off to make them feel better, especially when I don’t know these people too well and feel much better with it on! 
 
    I didn’t say you should, Boss. 
 
    Good.  Maybe we can sort out what the problem is with solid colors versus elaborate designs and I can get my own.  Meanwhile, let’s get the rest of my supplies and head back up.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 10th Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    I’ve got my gates set up, a divinity dynamo enchanted and running, and some support framing lashed together for my future air cannon.  Along with some architectural reshaping spells running to adjust the mine entrance—the door doesn’t fit exactly—I’d say it’s not a bad night’s work.  Things go so much faster in a high-magic environment! 
 
    I also have some new crystals for my gates.  They still take time to charge, but I figured out a way to speed them up.  The mine shaft goes back for a couple hundred yards, twisting back and forth a bit as it followed a seam of ore.  I have power-fan spells sucking in power from the sides and concentrator spells centered on what used to be lamp brackets.  I put a crystal in a bracket and it charges quickly!  Now I’ve got a dozen or so set up this way.  I figure I can do two, maybe three component-snatching gates every day without touching my emergency gate’s charge. 
 
    I also had a visitor. 
 
    My divinity dynamo is powered by magic, mostly because I don’t have Diogenes to supply all the conveniences of a laboratory.  I initially started work on my osmium dynamo in a technological environment, but without an electrical supply, spells have to take the place of the electric motors.  Still, I don’t think the magical operation is what attracted the visitor, though.  The output of the dynamo is mostly tuned to my altar ego by virtue of a direct connection to his sigil.  The leakage into the sidebands is what it found attractive. 
 
    My visitor is a faintly-glowing, smoky ball of light about the size of my head.  I first noticed it when it flew through me.  It must have entered my back because it emerged from my midriff and orbited me a couple of times before floating over toward my divinity dynamo.  After my courageous yelp and some manly scrambling about, I determined I was unharmed.  The light was mostly a bluish color, but it flickered redly whenever I swatted at it.  I had to swat it, too.  It kept trying to float over to my dynamo and engulf it.  It takes longer to try again every time, so I assume it’s learning.  After a while, it sat on the workbench near the unit and slowly crept closer. 
 
    “Firebrand?” 
 
    Not getting anything, Boss.  Either it doesn’t emanate thought the way you and I do, or it has a tight grip on those emanations. 
 
    “Got it.  Does it appear to be sneaking up on the dynamo to you?” 
 
    It does. 
 
    I swatted it again, my hand passing harmlessly through it.  A brief halo of crimson surrounded my hand while it was inside and left rapidly-fading trails through the ball, but it skipped back to the end of the workbench.  The thing is completely immaterial.  I’m not sure if it’s even visible to normal eyes. 
 
    Bronze turned in place and stepped closer, sniffing at the ball of light.  She extended one strand of her mane and would have stroked it if it was a material object.  A pale nimbus of lighter blue surrounded the strand of mane where it intersected the ball.  The light sat quietly through all this.  If it noticed, it gave no sign.  In Bronze’s opinion, it wasn’t magical, but it might be some sort of celestial entity.  A small one.  She would know better than I would. 
 
    I had an idea.  I drew a line on the workbench and invested it with a small amount of power—enough to make it plain to something without eyes.  The ball moved forward to the line, then back and forth along it before coming to rest in the middle.  It didn’t cross it. 
 
    Since it didn’t cross the line, I drew another line, a rough parabola, in the workbench top around the dynamo.  Any leakage from the device should be reflected in the direction of my visitor.  I don’t know for certain.  I don’t perceive those forces as readily as my altar ego does.  The principle was sound, though, and the ball appears content to sit quietly.  The energy its absorbs is only a tiny fraction of what’s being produced—leftovers, really—but it seems to like it.  The equivalent is probably along the same lines as illuminating an area with an iron bar fresh from the forge.  The heat of the iron is going to my altar ego, but the ball is happy to absorb the visible light. 
 
    Bronze is right.  It’s obviously an energy-state being of some sort.  As far as I can tell, it’s less complex than any of the ones I’m familiar with.  In normal biology, if angels and other high-order manifestations are equivalent to humans, this thing might be a dog or cat, possibly even lower.  Similar in basic life processes, but not as developed, maybe.  It didn’t mind me looking at it at all.  It simply sat there and glowed in varying shades of blue as long as I didn’t touch it. 
 
    At least it wasn’t as hostile as its bigger cousins.  If it wanted to nibble on the leftovers from my divinity dynamo, I was fine with it.  It’s like having a stray animal wander up and adopt you, sort of. 
 
    So, my schedule for stealing things calls for more osmium, obviously, since it’s the holdup on manufacturing my divinity dynamos.  When I have another one enchanted and running, we’ll see if it attracts any other sorts of attention.  I’d hate to find the local gods are annoyed with me, but they may be more reasonable than angels!  On the other hand, I have shielding spells to hide their sideband emanations.  I should get those up and running first, I think, lest I attract more celestial attention—or get inundated with glowing spheres of light! 
 
    Next, I have major components to fetch.  It irks me I have a perfectly good air cannon sitting on an Earth, but I don’t dare go near it.  Angels may be watching the barn.  Instead, I need a suitable form for the Orb, pipe for the cannon barrel, and some large-ish air tanks.  At least I don’t need threaded sections of pipe.  Those were for determining the optimum barrel length.  Now I know, so I only need pipe of the right size. 
 
    Damn.  I’ll need threaded sections of pipe, anyway.  The optimal pipe length is too long for me to simply grab easily.  Well, at least I’ll save time by simply assembling it to the correct length instead of hunting for the correct length. 
 
    I’m not happy about the near-complete reconstruction of the project.  It doesn’t exactly invalidate my data from previous test shots, but it introduces a greater level of uncertainty.  I don’t like it.  It wasn’t as precise as I’d like to be with an astrophysics project.  It isn’t rocket science, since I’m not using a rocket, but a lot of the variables in my equations have larger margins of error than I’d hoped.  NASA would not approve, I’m sure, and I’m leery about finding a world where I can charter a starship to take out my garbage. 
 
    There’s a thought.  Is there a universe where they don’t recycle?  Where they take whatever horribly offensive trash they have out to a singularity and toss it in?  I may have to look for one. 
 
    In the meantime, I think I’ll hide my dynamo emanations.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 11th Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    I bought some tools in Sarashda, along with more food.  Yes, I can find these things by using a gate, but it’s much more effort.  A good comparison might be an exceptionally tall apple tree.  True, you could climb sixty feet up to the thin, swaying branches near the top, lean out, and shake a limb until the last apple falls to the ground, then climb all the way back down.  Or you could drive to the store and buy a whole bag of apples.  Neither one is convenient, but one is a lot more work for a lot less return. 
 
    Even the hammers here are ornate.  The one I bought was a big, heavy thing, more of a one-handed sledgehammer than a carpentry tool.  I planned to pound osmium with it.  The designs carved into the metal were on the sides and top, not on the striking faces, and were styled to imply explosive sparks, I think.  The handle’s design was shallower, depicting a twining plant all along its length, but provided a good grip.  It’s a quality item and it would take an enchantment quite nicely if I wanted to put one in it.  I did ask the shopkeeper about a magical hammer and he simply looked puzzled.  I’m guessing enchantment is an aftermarket accessory. 
 
    As I loaded up everything, lashing it behind Bronze’s saddle, I reflected on how much easier this would be with a stepladder.  Bronze offered to kneel down, but I had it handled.  Still, a collapsible one?  No, I’m too heavy for those.  It was a minor inconvenience and I puzzled over it while I finished loading. 
 
    A man in full armor came up to me.  It was pretty armor, intricately carved and nicely polished, partially covered by a yellow tabard with a complicated knotwork design in red on the front.  He had his helm in the crook of one arm, a heavy-looking thing with a strange bird as a crest, the head and beak forming the nose-guard, with sharp, metal wings swept back along the sides.  He was flanked by a pair of flunkies.  The flunkies carried a round shield and what I’d call a knight’s arming sword, both obviously for their boss.  The leader was about my height, much heavier in build, and had the long, dark hair you see on the cover of romance novels.  He even had the cool scar under one eye. 
 
    “You,” he said, stopping about two paces away.  “Northlander.” 
 
    My translation spell was working, but I wasn’t sure I was getting the implications of “northlander.”  There was something of “stranger,” but it might have come from his tone.  This is what I get for not immediately hunting down enough locals to learn the language.  Still, I’m paler than anyone around here.  I can certainly understand why the locals might assume I’m from much farther north. 
 
    “May I help you?” 
 
    “Your presence is required.  Follow me.”  He turned on one heel and marched back the way he came, his flunkies following. 
 
    “Required where?  And by who?” 
 
    He halted with a jerk and spun around.  His expression was more than startled; he was shocked. 
 
    “Come with me!  Now!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He checked his temper with effort and tried again. 
 
    “Your presence is required at the Hall of Ruling.  You will come with me.” 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    He doesn’t know why, Firebrand supplied.  He’s only acting on orders. 
 
    Bit rude, too, I replied. 
 
    Not to him.  He thinks he’s being polite and you’re being rude by not acknowledging his authority. 
 
    I shrugged and finished tying the rope.  I climbed into the saddle and Bronze turned to follow the impatient and angry guy.  I didn’t like the way my translation spell handled the name of the place.  “Hall of Ruling” wasn’t necessarily a place where the city was ruled, but the rules and laws, judgment and governance were all tied up in it. 
 
    He’s also impressed you can climb like that wearing armor. 
 
    He doesn’t know how light it is. 
 
    Or how strong you are? 
 
    If he knew how strong I was, he would still be impressed. 
 
    Good point. 
 
    He walked on the sidewalk, his flunkies flanked him, and Bronze clop-chimed along the street, not bothering to mute her hooves.  I’m not sure if there are any traffic regulations, but I suppose they’re less important with horses and carts.  I sat and waited until we arrived. 
 
    The Hall of Ruling was one of the larger buildings in the city.  It was a circular, masonry structure.  It was only three or four storeys high, but it was otherwise enormous.  Two hundred yards?  Three hundred?  I’m not sure if it was a perfect circle, but three hundred yards across would make it larger than Yankee Stadium, and all of it indoors.  The whole thing was done in what I think of as an Art Deco style.  Big blocks, sharp corners, some odd angles.  Clearly, someone designed it to be a big, impressive building from the beginning, rather than a big building with a lot of additions. 
 
    I wondered how they drained the roof when it rained.  I know, I’m weird like that.  From where I sat, it might well have been level.  How many tons of water would that be?  Did it drain into the city sewers?  Or into a cistern?  If it was a castle, I’d have bet on a cistern.  In a city?  Maybe they stored it anyway as public water. 
 
    Yellow-tabard gestured me down. 
 
    “Dismount.” 
 
    Since Bronze doesn’t always cope well with flimsy floors, I did so.  She would fit through the doors without ducking her head, but there was no guarantee the thickness of the floor was on the same scale.  If there was a basement, she might wind up in it. 
 
    “Follow me.”  He marched into the building without waiting for a response.  Since I already came this far, I checked my impulse to demand a “please,” shrugged it off, and followed him.  Besides, I was starting to wonder who wanted me and for what.  I doubted I was under arrest.  Even if we were, I didn’t doubt we could successfully flee the authorities. 
 
    The interior of the building was also designed for scale.  It reminded me of some public buildings back home.  The halls were wide and lined with frescoes, the floors were tile mosaics, the ceilings arched high and held sky-based, celestial scenes.  The ground floor was taller than I thought.  The building had only two or three usable floors despite its height.   
 
    There were people in fine clothes all over the place, strolling along on whatever business they had, followed by flunkies in less-fine clothing.  Less-fancy clothing characterized the people with papers—scrolls, mostly—hurrying somewhere.  Bosses and employees.  Our little procession drew glances from everywhere, but no one openly stared despite their obvious interest.  I’m thinking this culture regards staring as a serious faux pas. 
 
    Yellow-tabard stopped at a door and his shield-flunky threw it open for him.  We all stepped into a garden.  It wasn’t a large garden.  The Gillespie’s garden behind Applewood Hall was bigger.  This one was at the bottom of an open space, the building built around it.  It served as a light well and ventilation, obviously, with numerous windows facing into it.  Someone had the bright idea of placing reflective metal and glass pieces on the wall to scatter the sunlight, surrounding us with bright, glittering mosaics of abstract designs.  At a guess, there were many of these light wells inside the perimeter of the building.  They would solve the problems of light and air for such a massive structure.  I still had no idea how the roof drained, though. 
 
    We moved through the rows of potted plants as we approached a table.  It had several papers, two inkwells, a collection of pens, and all the other accoutrements of a scribe.  A woman sat behind it.  Over her was a painted wooden panel on a stand, shading her from direct sunlight.  Did she also work out here when it rained?  The panel would cover her and the desk-table, so maybe.  Two servants stood behind her chair.  To either side of them were various creature comforts—a chest of ice, some bottles, several goblets, a large, feathery fan, and half a dozen cages with songbirds. 
 
    I doubted she was a scribe. 
 
    We entered the small, clear space around the table and stopped.  I waited, since yellow-tabard seemed content to wait.  He didn’t even clear his throat.  After a bit of scratching with her pen, she finally put it down, did the whole thing with the sand and whatnot to dry the ink, and put her document aside.  She looked at yellow-tabard—not at me—and nodded.  He went to one knee in a genuflection and rose again. 
 
    “Mahrani,” he began, “the one who invades your property is brought before you.” 
 
    The word mahrani didn’t translate well.  It was clearly some form of civil authority, and a high-ranking one.  I had the impression of someone not in ultimate authority, but high up enough to have some discretion in the exercise of her powers. 
 
    She looked at me.  Her eyes were brown—typical for the locals—and much lighter than her hair.  They were not friendly eyes. 
 
    “You are the one who has taken my mine?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She glanced at yellow-tabard. 
 
    “Hazir?” 
 
    “He lies, mahrani.  He dwells within the old mine, as your wizard reported.” 
 
    “How do you answer his accusation of lying?” she asked me. 
 
    “I didn’t lie.  I answered your question.  I have not taken your mine.  It’s still there.”  After being summoned, I might have been feeling just a touch contrary. 
 
    Her lips thinned.  Yellow-tabard—Hazir—held out a hand to one of his flunkies.  The flunky held out the sword, but the mahrani gestured in dismissal.  Hazir relented. 
 
    “You are the one who dwells within my mine?” she asked. 
 
    “I dwell within an old, worn-out, mostly-flooded mine.  If it is yours, then yes, I do.” 
 
    “I seem to have mislaid your petition.” 
 
    “Probably because I didn’t send one.  I didn’t think anyone would mind.” 
 
    Eyebrows went up all around the garden.  Even the birds looks surprised. 
 
    “You are incorrect,” she informed me.  “Hazir, have him flogged.  Ten strokes.  And confiscate whatever you find in the mine.” 
 
    “Before we begin,” I interrupted, drawing more startlement from everyone, “may I make an offer?” 
 
    “An offer?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She clasped her fingers together and leaned back in her chair.  Her lips curved in a slight smile.  Everyone relaxed.  I must have said something right. 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    “Does this worn-out mine provide you with anything?  Other than the pleasure of owning it, I mean.  Do you get anything from it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “If I were to pay you for the privilege of living in it, then the mine would have value again, would it not?  By owning the mine—and allowing me to reside there—you would gain something.  True?” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “My offer is to pay you for the privilege of residing in your mine.” 
 
    She tapped her lips with her steepled index fingers, clearly considering it.  From the various attitudes—servants went back to ignoring me, Hazir looked mildly bored—I concluded this was not too out of the ordinary. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    Not knowing what the local economy was like beyond some tools, some furniture, and a lot of food, I decided to be respectful. 
 
    “I am certain you have a better idea of what would be fair compensation.  I see it only as a worthless hole in the ground, but it belongs to you.” 
 
    “For all practical purposes, you are correct.  Very well, I will grant your petition on condition you deliver to me one shirak of silver every week.” 
 
    “Not to be too picky, but will gold suffice?  How much is that in gold?” 
 
    “One minak.  Yes, gold will suffice.” 
 
    “Excellent.  How big is a minak?” 
 
    “You don’t know what a minak is?  Do you northerners know anything?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I know nothing, mahrani.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Hazir, show him some money and see he learns its value.  Take him away.  All.”  She made a sharp gesture and returned her attention to her papers.  Hazir genuflected again and headed back the way we came.  I blinked for a moment, then, to be polite, genuflected and followed.  Hazir led us to a good-sized room with a small table, some chairs, and other furnishings.  It put me in mind of a small reception room.  I noticed a long, low stand with several round protrusions.  Hazir put his helmet on one.  A helmrack instead of a hatrack! 
 
    “Here,” he began, and untied a pouch.  “I don’t know what you use up north, but around here, we have something called money.” 
 
    “I know what money is,” I told him.  “I’m used to different coins, though.” 
 
    “I was joking.  Northlander money isn’t so much different, is it?” 
 
    “How did you know I’m from the north?” 
 
    “Many things.  I’ve never seen an enchanted horse around here, nor a blade of such size.  Mostly, it is your skin.  It’s so pale.” 
 
    I had to admit it was.  Hazir—and everyone else I’d seen—had a deep tan, either acquired or built-in.  Northerners might have less sun to worry about.  If everyone was going to assume I was a northerner anyway, I might as well go with it. 
 
    “All right.  What sort of coins do you use here?” 
 
    Hazir dumped out the pouch.  A dozen or so flat, stamped bars of gold and silver spilled out.  Hazir held one up between his thumb and forefinger, possibly half an ounce of metal.  He went over the denominations and I completely failed to follow. 
 
    The local currency isn’t decimal.  Gold coins are more valuable, then silver, then copper—technically, their copper coins are a copper alloy of some sort.  That’s as far as I got by being familiar with hard money. 
 
    The coins are narrow, almost rectangular, but the ends are at an angle to form a trapezoid.  When all eleven denominations in one metal group are laid out flat and assembled correctly, Hazir tells me they form a triangle.  The grand design of Sarashda on the coins is fully visible.  He didn’t have enough of any sort on him to show me the triangle, but he explained quite patiently.  Gold has one stamp, silver another, and copper-ish coins have one of their own.  The base of this money triangle is quite long and the most valuable, obviously, while the tip of the triangle is a small triangle, itself.  The gold triangle is the equivalent of a single dollar while the silver and copper are various small change. 
 
    There’s a name for each of the eleven denominations.  I paid attention, but I really don’t much care.  If it’s expensive, you pay in gold.  If it’s not, you pay in silver.  If it’s cheap, pay in copper.  That’s about my level of interest. 
 
    I took a silver bar and examined the stamped designs on both sides.  Intricate, detailed, and doubtless loaded with symbolism and hidden meaning.  It was well-hidden from me, at any rate. 
 
    “Which one of these is a shirak or minak?” I asked. 
 
    “A shirak is a weight, not a coin.  So is a minak,” he explained, patiently. 
 
    “All right.  How much does a shirak weigh?” 
 
    “About as much as my breastplate,” he replied, tapping the upper portion.  “It’s often used as a standard weight of steel.”  I judged it to be between twelve and fifteen pounds. 
 
    “And a minak?” 
 
    “There are eleven minaks in a shirak,” which I interpreted as about a pound and a half.  A pound and a half of gold.  Per week.  I suspected she was cheating me. 
 
    “I see.  Just for comparison, how much would it cost me to get a decent room, nothing fancy, for the week?” 
 
    He selected the largest of the silver coins and handed it to me.  I turned it over in my hands.  It was probably about an ounce. 
 
    “I’m definitely getting shafted,” I observed. 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed.  “You had to go and try to steal her mine.  You knew someone owned it.” 
 
    “You’re a lot more forthcoming all of a sudden.  What happened to ‘Follow me’ and the brusque demeanor?” 
 
    “I was ordered to bring you to a mahrani.”  He shrugged, clanking slightly.  “I don’t care to drag one of the First anywhere, but I do my duty.  I act as an emissary with a mahrani’s authority.”  He quirked a smile.  “It’s not always a pleasant job, but it pays well.” 
 
    “You would have gotten a much quicker response if you’d told me why.” 
 
    “You should have responded instantly,” he countered.  He ran a hand over his tabard, as though it explained everything. 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” I agreed. 
 
    “Now that we’re on our own, do you mind if I ask you a few questions?” 
 
    “We are?”  I glanced at his flunkies. 
 
    “Servants.” 
 
    “I got that.” 
 
    “They don’t count.” 
 
    “They don’t?” 
 
    “Of course not.  Oh!  No, I see what you mean.”  He snapped his fingers and pointed at the table.  The shield and sword hit the wood and the flunkies departed.  “There.  Now there are no loose tongues.”  He gestured me to sit and we did so.  The furniture was well-constructed, but not the overbuilt things I like.  Still, if big men in armor used them, as the scratches and scoring seemed to imply, I was probably safe. 
 
    His dismissal of the servants wasn’t what I meant, but his assumption told me more about the place than I liked. 
 
    “All right,” I agreed, “what do you want to ask?” 
 
    “What in the Two Lights possessed you?” 
 
    “Beg pardon?” 
 
    “First, the mahrani tells me there’s a warrior, a wizard, or a priest living in the mine.  Then you show up in town, buying supplies for six men.  People point at you and tell me you’re the priest, despite your armor.  Yet, you’re not wearing any of the colors.  Her wizard assures her—and me—there is a wizard in that hole.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with a wizard in the mine?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with wizards.  Wizards have their place.  Some of my best friends are wizards.  But you’re no wizard.  You’re a warrior,” he finished, gesturing up and down at me. 
 
    “Can’t a wizard wear armor?” 
 
    “Where are you from?” he asked, sneering.  “No one not of the warriors would dare, especially armor of a First.”  His expression changed as he had an idea.  “You’re… you’re not from Thalkasar, are you?” 
 
    “I don’t even know where Thalkasar is,” I told him, truthfully. 
 
    “I can believe that.  You speak Tassarian too well.” 
 
    Well, goodie.  I know what to call the local language. 
 
    “What I want to know,” he continued, “is why people think you’re a priest.” 
 
    “I guess they’re confused.”  I certainly was.  Then again, if priests wore single colors while everyone else wore symbols, it could account for some of the odd looks. 
 
    “Hmm.  I suppose.  But why the black?” 
 
    “It goes with my eyes.” 
 
    “I see that, but what house are you?” 
 
    His usage of house could mean two things.  First, it could mean a sort of clan group, a House, capital-H, comprised of several families.  Second, it could be used for a single extended family, a house, small-H.  I wasn’t sure how to tell the difference.  His phrasing asked about both, so I could answer with one or the other. 
 
    “Hmm.”  Do I tell him the truth?  It’s tempting to simply come clean, but dancing along the edge of the truth might let me stay here long enough to finish my project.  Telling the truth could easily shoot down all my work so far. 
 
    “Well?” he prompted. 
 
    “Well, it’s just… hmm.  All right.  I’m of the House of Halar.” 
 
    “Halar?” he frowned.  “I don’t believe I’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “It was once a large House, and now it’s gone.  Except for me.” 
 
    “Oh.  Oh!  I see!  You’re the last, and the House what killed the others would kill you, too.  That’s why you were so cautious around my servants.”  He nodded to himself.  “The last of a dead House, wearing black.  Yes, I think I can see it.” 
 
    I was hoping for something a little less dramatic, but if it was a good excuse for not having the local form of heraldic devices, I’d take it.  Besides, if someone comes up with a good reason, run with it.  They’re more likely to believe it. 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you I need this kept quiet,” I told him, softly. 
 
    “I am a warrior,” he replied.  “Were you the youngest of the House when you escaped?  Or did your father send you away to ensure vengeance?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Hazir.  We haven’t been formally introduced.” 
 
    “Ah!  Yes, the niceties are sometimes lost when the mahrani are involved.  My apologies.  Hazir, of House Leukon.” 
 
    “Halar, of House Halar.” 
 
    He froze for a moment, brown eyes locking with black. 
 
    “You were the Master of your House?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You were born of the Manzhani?” 
 
    Manzhani also didn’t translate well.  A ruling class, of a sort.  Certainly a position of power.  Leader of a clan-group, or a capital-H house?  Without understanding the power structure, it was hard to categorize. 
 
    I put a finger to my lips.  It seemed to mean what I thought it would:  Shh.  Don’t tell anyone. 
 
    “If you had said as much to the mahrani Devlin, she would surely have ignored the mine!” he whispered, urgently. 
 
    “How do I know I can trust her?  I am the last of my House!” I whispered back.  He looked startled, then his eyes widened farther. 
 
    “Ah, so you wear the color of death, without your House device,” he said, nodding sagely.  I was prepared to nod and smile to his ideas, mostly because his would better fit the local culture than mine.  “So, you do not know who—you mean your House was destroyed by someone who did not even claim it as part of their vendetta?” 
 
    “I think it was the work of one man.  My brother.  He is evil, and I will have my revenge.  That is why I am in the mine, away from the city.  The less I am seen here, the less chance he will discover me, and the more work my wizard can do to find him.  Until then…” I shift my swordbelt a bit.  “I am a warrior.  I have been out of the country for years, since I was a boy, which is why no one knows me.  You understand?” 
 
    “I see.  Yes, I see,” he nodded.  “This explains much.” 
 
    “It does?” 
 
    “You have had no need for money for a long time, hunting barbarians and monsters.  You are not used to the customs, and you tend to be direct when you should seek to follow proper protocol.” 
 
    “Yes.  I see your point.  Perhaps I have been hiding in Thalkasar?” I suggested. 
 
    “No, that will not do,” he mused.  “It would raise more questions, and there are few ships that would risk the Sea of Shoals.  You have obviously been far north for some time to be so pale.  Perhaps you have been carrying on a campaign against the northernmost kustoni?”  Kustoni translated, roughly, to barbarians, but was more specific.  A particular tribe, perhaps. 
 
    “Savage, unwashed brutes?” 
 
    “The very ones.” 
 
    “I’ve killed hundreds over the years,” I assured him. 
 
    “Thousands,” he suggested. 
 
    “Thousands,” I echoed.  “I wear black so they know death is coming for them.” 
 
    “Very good.  Very good.  I like that,” he nodded.  “I will keep your secret… surely you do not use your proper name?” 
 
    “Lucard.  Albert Lucard.  You can call me Al.” 
 
    “I shall keep your secret, Al of Lucard.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Now, I have to get back to my quest.  Do you have anything further for me?” 
 
    “No.  You have been gracious, manzhani.” 
 
    “Secret,” I reminded him. 
 
    “No, that will be all,” he said, in a louder and much firmer tone.  “You may go, Al.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hazir.” 
 
      
 
    I found my way out of the Hall of Ruling without much trouble.  The big hallway forms an outer ring of the building.  I presume it goes all the way around, but I didn’t walk it.  I went back to the nearest door, exited, and looked around for the tallest horse in sight.  Bronze was waiting for me, as expected, but had a man pinned under one hoof, which was not.  The spectators were ringed three deep around her.  No one was within touching distance, though.  Bronze occasionally switched her tail back and forth, as though swishing it at flies on her sides.  The metallic sound seemed to work as a repellent for humans. 
 
    I pushed my way through and stood in front of her. 
 
    “Thief?” I guessed.  She nodded.  I moved to crouch next to the man.  He looked at me imploringly while breathing rapidly and shallowly.  Having had my entire chest compressed by one of her massive hooves, I empathized without sympathizing in the slightest. 
 
    “You seem to have made a terrible mistake.”  He didn’t have the breath to answer, but he nodded vigorously. 
 
    I looked around.  Everyone was chattering to each other and watching.  Street theater at its finest, apparently. 
 
    “It occurs to me nobody tries to steal stuff in broad daylight, in a crowd, from what is obviously a magical horse.  No one with any scrap of either brains or self-preservation, that is, unless there’s a dire need.  So, I’m going to make a suggestion.  It’s purely a suggestion.  You can ignore it if you choose, but I think it’s a good suggestion, nonetheless.  Would you like to hear it?” 
 
    More nodding and a bit of wheezing. 
 
    “I’m going to have my horse remove her hoof from your chest.  When this happens, you might want to roll aside and crawl away as quickly as you can.  When you have enough breath to stand up and run, you might want to do that, too.  Again, it’s only a suggestion.  It’s entirely up to you whether you take my advice or not.  Do you understand?” 
 
    He nodded and made a hand gesture.  It was a wrist-based hooking movement with the first two fingers, ending with them pointing up.  Firebrand told me it was an affirmative, kind of like the thumbs-up signal in the United States. 
 
    Bronze lifted her hoof.  She didn’t put it down, but held it like a bronze sword—well, hammer—of Damocles directly over him. 
 
    He took my advice.  He didn’t crawl quickly, but a couple of cracked ribs slows anyone down. 
 
    I mounted up and the spectators melted away.  In seconds, there was no one near us. 
 
    The trip back to the mine was uneventful. 
 
    Not having any idea on when what’s-her-face, the mahrani lady— 
 
    Devlin, Firebrand supplied. 
 
    —Devlin, that was her name.  Not having any idea when she wanted her rent paid, I elected to start with a pile of gold before grabbing cannon components.  I hope she likes ingots because I opened up a portal and grabbed two brick-sized bars of gold.  I wasn’t about to waste any more time or energy on the rent than I had to.  I figure fifty-plus pounds of gold should cover me for a while. 
 
    My other portal openings were for pipe segments.  Open the portal, grab one, yank it through, close the portal.  Repeat as needed.  Then screw the sections together on the supports and I have an air-cannon barrel.  Everything should be so easy. 
 
    Among my purchased supplies, I picked up some copper and other metals.  They know a fair amount of metallurgy here and have most of the things I need for both orichalcum and the other parts of a divinity dynamo.  Unfortunately, due to power constraints, I’ll have to grab more stuff for my dynamo project tomorrow.  On the plus side, I can easily grab enough of the rare stuff to keep me occupied for quite some time. 
 
    I’m not hungry, not yet, so I haven’t gone into Sarashda at night.  I’ll see about a nighttime exploration well before I start to get peckish.  I want to size up the local magical protections and the religious fervor.  Priests apparently wear solid colors, and the people all know this, so the local religion is probably organized and somewhat pervasive.  I’ll have to look into it. 
 
    On the religion subject, I’m wondering about my glowing ball of light.  It seems quite content to sit there and shine.  From what I can tell, it’s a life form, albeit an energy-state life form.  It flickers in different colors when I probe it with spells, but it doesn’t seem to mind.  Is it the equivalent of some sort of pet to the celestial beings?  A cat?  A rat?  Or is it more of a parasite, like a flea?  It obviously eats what the bigger types eat, but how does it fit into the ecology and food chain?  Or am I thinking about it all wrong?  Could it be an egg, or whatever the equivalent is in energy-being terms?  If I feed it enough, will it… well, not “hatch,” obviously, but maybe undergo some sort of metamorphosis? 
 
    I’m a little afraid to find out. 
 
    I took a break from staring into the light and stared into the Cretaceous, instead.  It’s advanced quite a bit while I wasn’t watching.  The lair is solid, the interior spaces perfect, and even the add-ons, like shelves, tables, benches, all the bonus features are functional.  True, they aren’t as sharp and hard-edged as they could be, but they’re grown, not forced into shape.  The air-handling tubes near the surface, for example, have a more organic feel to them than piping or air ducts.  They’re functional, but they aren’t heating the air all that much.  Air flow is sluggish, at best. 
 
    This puzzled me, at first, but I figured it out.  The solar conversion spells on the pyramid are still replicating.  Last time I was there, I set them to copying themselves to cover the pyramid, which they did.  I think I forgot to update the termination of replication coding for the conversion panels on the pyramid.  I know I did it for the surrounding solar panel farm, but I might have missed the pyramid’s panels.  As a result, they’ve been feeding power to my pet pebble, but they’ve also been adding more layers to the conversion. 
 
    The pyramid is as close to black as the human eye will ever see.  By the time sunlight goes through all the layers, hits stone, and reflects back out through all the layers again, there’s almost nothing left. 
 
    At least I can fix the termination sequence without costing me much power.  With the Ring of Spying here to maintain a micro-connection, I can open the pyramid’s gate and use its power.  So I did, popping out to handle the unrestricted replication of the power panels. 
 
    It’s not a bad thing, I suppose.  I don’t normally go for multiple layers, since there’s a four percent loss in efficiency for each successive layer, but this didn’t cost me time and effort.  At least the lair will be, uh… well-nourished?  I suppose it’s as accurate a descriptor as anything.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 12th Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    Eleven-day weeks means it’s the first of the week, here in… let me see if I have this right.  The world of Tauta, the country of Tassar, and the city of Sarashda.  Since I had not much else to do until my crystals finished charging—and since I apparently agreed to rent a damp hole in the mountain for a pound and a half of gold every week, a fact I do not appreciate in the slightest—I loaded up both of my gold bars and we trotted happily into town. 
 
    Okay, Bronze trotted happily.  I rode grumpily for the first mile or so, but I’m a much angrier person than I used to be.  I think my guilt and stress are only barely held in check by my denial.  Maybe I should find a supernatural therapist.  No doubt a mummy would ask me about my father, but that way lies madness. 
 
    At any rate, her good mood was somewhat infectious to me and I lightened up considerably.  All those dark and brooding vampires in gothic castles?  They don’t have a happy horse, that’s their problem.  They always have black horses with wild eyes, bloody froth at their mouths, all those things.  Why are there no pastoral villages with cheery peasants toiling away, singing songs, and looking forward to dear great-granddad passing peacefully away at the evening celebration?  No happy horses, there’s the problem.  It leads to dark overlords randomly killing whoever catches their attention. 
 
    Sarashda is a walled city, but it’s not an impressively walled city.  The walls aren’t the thick, heavy things I associate with cities.  They’re two or three stones thick, so they’re definitely strong walls, but they aren’t designed to stand up to heavy bombardment.  They’re almost, dare I say it, ornamental.  They have battlements built on top, though, overhanging both sides.  Defenders can shoot out through the crenellations, pour oil through the machicolations, and go up and down the wooden staircases along the inside of the wall.  I wouldn’t want to be up there if someone breached the wall, though. 
 
    I haven’t noticed any siege engines.  Admittedly, I haven’t spent a lot of time spying on the world, so maybe I’ve simply missed them.  Still, if they had anything capable of launching big rocks, I’d think they would build thicker walls.  Maybe they don’t have them.  Maybe I should make more of a list on what sort of weapons they do have.  Later. 
 
    We made our way to the Hall of Ruling and Bronze waited outside.  I wandered around for a while, trying to find the garden again, but I think I came in by the wrong door.  They all have abstract designs on them and I don’t know them well enough to tell them apart. 
 
    I finally stopped a paper-carrying person and asked directions.  He stared at my hands.  I tapped the gold bricks together to redirect his attention. 
 
    “Hey.  Focus.  I’m looking for a mahrani, name of Devlin.  She was in a garden yesterday.  Where is she now?” 
 
    “I beg your most gracious pardon, but I am ignorant of such matters.” 
 
    “Direct me to someone who would know.” 
 
    He gave me directions.  He was wrong, but he tried.  I worked my way through about four layers of the local bureaucracy, mostly on the strength of bloody-minded stubbornness and two gold bricks.  I didn’t have a sack for them, so I carried one in each hand.  People seemed quite willing to ignore any minor social gaffes I might make.  They were distracted.  I’d like to claim credit for cleverness, but I was just lucky. 
 
    Eventually, I made it to the third floor and a lavish apartment.  Technically, it was an office, but it had hanging silks, incense, thick, woven rugs, tapestries on the walls, couches, lounges, cushions, curtains—everything needed for an expensive porn flick but the cameras and actors.  Considering how some of the servants were dressed, the actors might be included. 
 
    I was offered a couch to sit on, a bowl of water and a small towel, a tray of fruits, my choice of water, wine, or juice, a hot towel, a cool cloth, and was there anything we might fetch you?  I put the gold on the low table, washed my hands, ran the hot towel over my face, and flicked my fingers to dismiss the wall of servants.  They disappeared efficiently. 
 
    My teeth itched.  I wanted to bite something.  Servants make me edgy, especially when I’m not sure if they’re paid servants or owned servants.  I don’t do well with slavery.  Which is fair, I suppose, since slavery doesn’t do well with me. 
 
    Two more servants entered the room.  They were big, copper-colored men wearing not very much at all.  Devlin followed them in and two more members of the Chippendale guild came in after her.  I didn’t know the protocol.  I know Hazir genuflected, but he reported to her.  I figured standing up, at least, would show some level of respect.  It must have passed muster.  She seated herself, surrounded by the meat, and nodded for me to sit, as well. 
 
    “Am I to presume this meeting involves the gold on my table?” 
 
    “I would not ask you to presume.  It involves the gold on your table.  Your gold, in fact.” 
 
    “This is far more than a single minak.  I shall have to see Hazir punished.” 
 
    “Hazir did as you instructed… mahrani.  I have chosen to bring more.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “If I calculate this properly, it should be sufficient for fifteen weeks.  If it is acceptable to you, of course, for me to pay in advance.” 
 
    Devlin’s face was a pretty one—large eyes, small nose, slightly pointed chin, wide mouth—and it wore an expression of surprise as though unused to it.  She gained control almost instantly, wearing a thoughtful expression, instead. 
 
    “I see.  Are you rich and stupid, or simply rich?” 
 
    “I fail to understand your meaning.” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    Alan Rickman did it better, but not by much. 
 
    “If I may request enlightenment?  Mahrani?” 
 
    “You may not.  What is your purpose with my mine?” 
 
    “To reside there.” 
 
    “As you say, it is a hole in the ground.  Why?” 
 
    “It affords me a measure of solitude.” 
 
    “Yet, you routinely buy supplies for half a dozen men.” 
 
    “I am a prodigious eater.” 
 
    “No man of your stature can eat so much.  Lie again and I will see you bleed.” 
 
    “With respect, I have not lied.  You are welcome to test my ability to eat, if it pleases you.” 
 
    She glared at me with narrowed eyes for several seconds.  I waited. 
 
    “We will let it go.  I wish to know what you do in my mine.” 
 
    “I live there.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Is a detailed explanation of my routine activities a condition of occupancy?” I glanced at the gold bricks.  She didn’t miss it.  Her expression soured. 
 
    “I suppose not.  All.” 
 
    She rose, I rose, she left, I left.  It worked out. 
 
    Down in the outer hall of the building, I asked around some more.  Hazir was the only person I knew who was there when we had the negotiations.  I felt I was missing something, somehow. 
 
    Somehow.  Ha.  I’m an alien from another world who relies on a translation spell and barely has enough subtlety to recognize a double entendre.  It’s a wonder they don’t lock me away for being weird. 
 
    Finding Hazir was harder.  He kept moving around.  It didn’t help to discover there were several men in armor wearing the same yellow tabard.  The designs were all in red, but I paid attention and spotted at least four different patterns.  This frustrated me to the point I finally found a toilet and some privacy.  After ten minutes of concentrating on Hazir and some dramatic handwaving—I didn’t want to leave marks on the walls or attract attention with chanting—I finally managed a short-range locator spell.  After that, it was only a matter of walking around the building until I got a hit. 
 
    As an aside, the hallway does go all the way around the building, and the building is, in fact, circular.  Bloody huge, to boot. 
 
    Hazir was outside, in a public square.  He looked surprised to see me, but he smiled.  He turned back to his prisoner, signaled the strokesman, and finished the flogging.  The bleeding man was then lifted and carried away.  Hazir descended from the stone platform.  Another yellow tabard and a prisoner ascended on the opposite side. 
 
    There wasn’t much of a crowd.  I gathered it was a fairly common event, possibly even routine.  Nearby, there were other forms of punishment—stocks were popular, with a chalked board detailing each offense.  Some people were simply manacled to a wall.  One was manacled by one ankle, upside-down. 
 
    People are lightly dressed, so I assume the temperature is high.  If I have my personal thermostat running, I generally don’t notice.  Still, being forced to be outside on a warm, sunny day doesn’t seem too terrible.  Then again, how often are they fed or watered?  Are they policed to a toilet?  How many warm, sunny days are they going to sit there?  It might be worse than I think.  I know it would be worse for me. 
 
    Hazir approached and greeted me.  He held up his right hand as though to give me a high-five and waited.  I held up my hand and he pressed his palm to mine.  It wasn’t a bad greeting gesture.  Gauntlets wouldn’t interfere, for one thing. 
 
    “Al.  Good to see you again.  And so soon?” 
 
    “Yes.  I came to pay my rent.” 
 
    “Walk with me?” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    “I take it your payment was well-received.” 
 
    “She seemed happy with it.  I paid in advance for several weeks.” 
 
    “You—I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I gave her about fifteen minaks of gold.  I should be good—what’s wrong?’ 
 
    “You… you…” he choked, and finally laughed.  I waited until he could speak again.  “You didn’t!” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Al!  How could… no, never mind.  Did you not know she… no, did you not know you…” 
 
    “Hazir.  I don’t know what you think I don’t know.  Spit it out.” 
 
    “Were you not offering her a bribe?  She would have you flogged, but you offered her a bribe to get out of it and settle the matter.  She would have taken your minak of gold—or shirak of silver—and thought no more about it.  Did you not know you were offering her a bribe?  Or do you truly bargain so honestly?” 
 
    “I’m not used to bribing people,” I admitted.  “I thought we were negotiating the rent.” 
 
    “And you paid it?” 
 
    “For fifteen weeks.” 
 
    “Oh, my friend, you are the poorer in gold, but rich with integrity.” 
 
    “No doubt.  Do you think she’ll be after me to pay the rent again when this runs out?” 
 
    “You’ve proven you can deliver fifteen minaks of gold.  She’ll want more.” 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    Don’t ask me, Boss.  I was barely listening.  At the time, she simply seemed pleased with the arrangement, aside from wondering what the hell you’re doing in her mine.  You overpaid by a huge margin, so now she’s curious.  As for bribe or rent, I didn’t look at her too hard.  He’s right about her wanting more, though.  I heard her greedy thoughts when you paid up.  She was looking forward to more.  It was almost draconic, Firebrand finished. 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    “I see,” I said, aloud.  “I should have offered to buy the damn thing.” 
 
    “No doubt.”  Hazir guided us away from the Hall of Ruling as we walked.  Two streets away, his shield-flunky opened the door to a tavern.  The sign over the door was both carved and painted, a sword and tankard, which gave me a clue about the place.  Hazir took his shield and sword, slinging the one on his back and hooking the other at his belt.  The flunkies went elsewhere while we went in. 
 
    Inside, everybody but the staff was armed.  Some wore full armor, but most settled for armor pieces—bracers, greaves, possibly a shirt of scales, those sorts of things.  Many of them were women, which surprised me.  The men tended toward the heavier weapons and armor, the women toward the scale armor or armor pieces.  All the weaponry was fairly similar, consisting of straight, pointed blades, good for piercing armor, from knife-sized to medium sword lengths, up to about three feet.  Again, the women tended toward the lighter weapons, probably not so good for going through armor, but much faster.  I didn’t see any curved blades, nor did I see anything in Firebrand’s weight class.  On the other hand, everything in the room had a hilt and pommel at least equal to Firebrand’s fanciful dragon-head.  My saber, therefore, was one of the lightest and definitely the least-adorned weapon in the room.  Add to this my armor and cloak in basic black and curious looks were unavoidable. 
 
    I should pay more attention to my color scheme.  I never thought basic black would stand out so much. 
 
    Hazir acknowledged a dozen greetings before we made it to the bar.  He and I seated ourselves on tall stools—chairs were not popular among these sword-wearers—and were immediately presented with large, stein-like affairs made of metal.  He gulped half of his immediately, so I emulated him. 
 
    Ghastly stuff.  If I hadn’t had years of practice at choking down anything too slow to escape, I might have sprayed.  As it was, I took two good swallows and pretended it was enough.  It was more than enough.  I wasn’t even sure what it was.  I had no desire to find out, either.  Whatever it was, it fermented well enough to be comparable to beer, but it put me in mind of spoiled milk.  Ghastly. 
 
    “Have you eaten?” Hazir asked. 
 
    “No, but I’m still turning metal into local money.” 
 
    “They’ll take it,” he assured me.  “They’re used to strange coins from other cities.”  He signaled the man behind the bar and ordered something.  Not seeing a menu, I told the waiter to make it two. 
 
    His comment on coins made me wonder.  The lecture he gave me on money said the assembled triangle of the currency had the Sarashdan symbol on it, divided among the denominations.  Did other cities mint their own money?  Was there a national currency?  Was there some sort of currency in the less-advanced civilizations, and did they hire warriors? 
 
    Perhaps more important, did any of this matter?  I wanted a quiet place to flush an Orb.  Maybe a nice place to work while I did some other experiments.  It shouldn’t be too important as long as I didn’t stick around for long. 
 
    “I wish to talk to you,” Hazir continued, removing his helm and placing it on the counter.  “I find I have only one topic of interest, however, and should not discuss it here.” 
 
    I put my own helmet on the counter and shrugged. 
 
    “I understand.  On the other hand, I haven’t been in Sarashda for long and have questions of my own.” 
 
    “Of course.  Welcome, by the way, if no one has offered it.  What can I tell you of this fair city?” 
 
    “I was wondering about the yellow tabard and the red design.  I’m not familiar with them.” 
 
    “There are a dozen mahrani who handle the governance of the city,” he explained.  “I’ve hired on with Devlin.” 
 
    “Who do the mahrani report to?” 
 
    “In Sarashda, the Mazhani is Eregos Gosar.  He is also the manzhani to the House of Gosar.  He only recently came to hold the High Seat in the city, though, when the old Mazhani—Kaltos, House of Lyskari—went on to be purified and reborn.  So, if you ever have the misfortune to be brought before him, address him only as Mazhani Gosar, as befits his station in Sarashda, rather than his station in his House.  He’s a bit of a stickler about it.” 
 
    I took another drink to cover my thoughts and regretted it.  New vocabulary sometimes annoys me.  I have mah-rani, who run the city, as well as the Ma-zhani, who is the local prince or mayor or whatever, and the man-zhani, who is head of a noble house.  Mazhani, mahrani and manzhani.  I’m going to have to pay attention or I’m going to get them confused.  Will it get easier as I drink more of the language in?  Or will context clues keep me sorted out?  Maybe I can get away with asking the locals to repeat themselves.  “Sorry, it’s my helm.  Did you say Mazhani  or manzhani?”  They sound too much alike.  No doubt they’re all derived from the same root word, but it’s damned annoying!  I may wind up using more familiar terms, like king, duke, mayor, and patriarch.  Trouble is, I don’t know what the mahrani-mazhani-manzhani terms really mean, yet. 
 
    Learning a new language is a pain.  I really need to drink more education.  I suppose it doesn’t really matter in most cases.  If the person is a mah-maz-man-something, they have some sort of authority.  Someone will address them and I’ll use whatever term they used.  I hope that’s good enough. 
 
    Two high-sided metal plates clunked down in front of us, along with a board bearing a loaf of bread.  Hazir started in, tearing a piece of bread off with his hands and using chopsticks for the main course.  I picked up mine and wished for a knife and fork.  I can use chopsticks, but they aren’t convenient. 
 
    The mess in the plate was about half meat, half vegetable, and filled the gravy.  Hazir used chunks of bread to soak up gravy as he ate.  I did what he did and discovered the dish, whatever it was, tasted okay.  I had to dial down my taste and smell pretty far, though.  Around here, they like their spices the way they like their money—lots of it.  With my taste and smell suppressed, whatever was in the mug was acceptable for washing the rest down. 
 
    When we finished, the barman placed a small board with a pair of tiny, sweet cakes before us.  Hazir took one, I took the other.  I found it was flavored with honey and a bit of cinnamon.  The barman left us a couple of cloths and took away the rest. 
 
    I do like a culture with dessert and napkins.  There’s something civilized about it.  Plumbing still gets my vote for indicator of the level of civilization, but dessert and napkins are good signs. 
 
    I paid for both, since I liked Hazir and felt it was the least I could do for his help.  As promised, the barman didn’t even blink at my metal.  He weighed it and gave me change in local coins.  No doubt the exchange was poor, but he couldn’t assume the purity of the metal.  Maybe it was the hot meal, maybe it was the economic reality, but I didn’t mind. 
 
    “I don’t know you.” 
 
    Now I know why they have mirrors behind the bar—or why they should.  I tilted my stool slightly to put it on one leg and pivoted it around to turn.  The man behind me was in heavy armor, inscribed and inlaid with intricate designs.  His tabard was a light, silky thing in green with a lot of white embroidery and a cooling spell.  A heavy sword hung from his belt, of the medium-length variety.  The hilt was well-worn and sculpted to resemble twining serpents with emerald eyes. 
 
    I looked him up and down, pointedly.  His expression dropped into a sneer as he looked down his nose at me.  I took a mild dislike to him. 
 
    “And I don’t know you,” I replied.  His sneer devolved into a snort.  He turned on his heel and stalked away.  Hazir let out a breath. 
 
    “You live dangerously.” 
 
    “Oh?  Who is he?” I asked, swinging my stool around again. 
 
    “Tobar, of the Ak’anthai.  He’s one of the First.” 
 
    “First what?” 
 
    “First among the warriors?” 
 
    “Oh!  I thought you mean first among his House,” I covered.  “So, he’s the best?” 
 
    “One of them,” Hazir agreed.  “He’s on the Council of Nine.  I think he wanted to meet you, since you wear the armor of a First.” 
 
    He was trying to get an introduction, Firebrand informed me.  He said he didn’t know you.  It’s an invitation, sort of, to introduce yourself.  He was being a little rude, though.  You can either tell someone you don’t know them, or you can state your name and rank. 
 
    You could have mentioned this ten seconds ago! 
 
    Yeah, but he could have picked a fight.  That would be more fun. 
 
    My sword is more bloodthirsty than I am. 
 
    And the “armor of a First?” 
 
    You’re in the heavy, plated stuff. 
 
    So it marks me as being on his level? 
 
    I think so.  He wanted to know who you are.  He didn’t like a First he didn’t know.  I think it’s a pecking order thing. 
 
    Great. 
 
    You know, picking a fight would sort it all out, Firebrand pointed out. 
 
    First, I have nothing to prove.  Second, I don’t care.  Third, given my current temper, if I get into a fight with him, I’ll kill him.  I have not had a good week.  Month.  However long it’s been. 
 
    Spoilsport. 
 
    “Would it help if I took it off?” I asked, aloud. 
 
    “How would anyone know you are a warrior?” Hazir asked.  More quietly, he added, “You might wish to take service with a lesser House and wear their tabard, if for no other reason than to have colors other than…” he trailed off. 
 
    “Thank you for the reminder.  All right.  How badly have I insulted him?”  Hazir shrugged. 
 
    “It was impolite to respond as you did, inviting him to introduce himself first.  He does not know your true station.  At least he didn’t challenge you.  You’ve made him lose face, though, in front of everyone in earshot.  He won’t forget it.”  Hazir shrugged.  “He’s that kind of man.” 
 
    I muttered something about oversensitive masculine insecurities. 
 
    “Should I go over and introduce myself?” I finished. 
 
    “It will be seen as weakness.” 
 
    “Yeah, but is it worth it?” 
 
    Hazir almost replied, checked himself, and considered.  No doubt he was considering how my supposed situation might be affected. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he decided, finally.  “Try to be polite and respectful in the future and he might choose to ignore it with no more than some minor vindictiveness.” 
 
    “I doubt I’ll have occasion.” 
 
    “No?  Then you are not coming to the warmeet?” 
 
    “You’re having a war?” 
 
    “No, the warmeet.” 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    It’s a meeting of warriors.  He’s thinking of a lot of men beating on each other.  Reminds me of your lunatics in armor. 
 
    Well, damn. 
 
    “Oh, the local warrior-work.  When is it?” 
 
    “In Sarashda, we have one on the third day of the week.” 
 
    “All day?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.  There are too many of us to handle quickly.” 
 
    “It is a large city,” I agreed.  “Maybe you should show me where.  I wouldn’t want to get lost.” 
 
    Hazir swept his gaze across the room.  A number of people dropped their eyes.  He didn’t like it, for some reason. 
 
    “Perhaps I should, at that.” 
 
    We left without incident, but I had the distinct feeling of being watched. 
 
    Bronze waited outside.  Hazir blinked at her for a moment, wrapping his head around her presence.  She was parked outside the Hall of Ruling when we left.  She made her way to the pub when we settled in. 
 
    “Is this…?” 
 
    “Bronze.  My horse.” 
 
    Hazir reached out to touch her and paused.  He looked the question at me and I nodded.  He touched her neck, patted it, looked perplexed. 
 
    “This is a metal horse.” 
 
    “Well spotted.  Yes, she is.” 
 
    “She is beautiful.  Where can I get one?” 
 
    Despite our initial meeting, I kind of liked Hazir.  At that point, I distinctly liked him, and for three reasons.  He checked for permission to touch Bronze.  He automatically referred to her as “she,” rather than “it.”  And, of course, he complimented her. 
 
    Bronze liked him, too. 
 
    “I’m not sure you can.  She’s been in my family for a century or more.  The wizard who made her… well, she’s a one-off, unique.  I’m not sure she can be duplicated.” 
 
    “A pity,” he said, sadly. 
 
    “I agree.  You were going to show me to the warmeet?” 
 
    “Yes.  This way.” 
 
    I walked with him and Bronze followed us. 
 
    “You need not walk,” Hazir pointed out, stopping at another tavern and banging on the door. 
 
    “It would be rude of me to ride while you walk,” I replied, “since we’re companions rather than summoned and summoner.”  A man inside the tavern stuck his head out, nodded at Hazir, and vanished inside again.  Moments later, his sword-and-shield bearers popped out and reported for duty.  We all trooped along the street. 
 
    “If I may,” Hazir began, “you are an odd mix of civility and rudeness.  One moment, you are as polite and proper as a Court Master, the next, you are abrasive and rude.  I do not understand you.” 
 
    “Neither do I.  Maybe it has to do with being under a lot of stress.” 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    “So, tell me about the warmeet.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?  It’s a warmeet.” 
 
    “I was thinking in terms of what’s-his-name.  Tobor of the I-can’t-high, or whatever.” 
 
    “Toe-bar,” he corrected, “of the ack-an-thigh.” 
 
    “Tobar.  Got it.  He’ll be at the warmeet?” 
 
    “He is a warrior of the first rank, born to the class of warriors, well-trained, and gifted.  He lives in the city and has a position to uphold.  He must attend, as should you.” 
 
    “Even though I’m not from here?” 
 
    “If you would wear the trappings of a warrior of the first rank, yes.  You will be tested, I feel sure.” 
 
    “Because I was rude to, uh, Tobar?” 
 
    “Yes.  You would be tested as a newcomer, regardless, but perhaps you will also be challenged.” 
 
    “Hazir, I haven’t had much sleep recently—” an understatement if ever there was one, “—and I don’t sleep well when I do.  Due to circumstances, I haven’t been to a warmeet in a long time, and never anywhere near here.  Break this down for me, will you?” 
 
    “Hmm.  Well… all right.  The testing is to prove you are a warrior worthy of the first rank, since no one here knows you.  You will be judged by the council of nine in a series of single combats to demonstrate your skill.  So much is unavoidable, but the challenge—if there is one—will not be judged.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “No.  If you are challenged as an impostor to your apparent rank, you will have to defend yourself to the death.  An impostor will die, of course, being insufficient to defeat a warrior of the first rank.  I can’t remember the last time someone tried to assume the mantle unearned.” 
 
    “But Tobar won’t challenge me unless he’s certain I’m an impostor, surely.  If I really am a first-ranker, he’s risking his life.” 
 
    “There are members of the first rank,” Hazir informed me, “and then there are members of the first rank.  I am one, but I know I am not Tobar’s equal.  If we were to fight, I could be victorious, but I would suggest you bet on him.” 
 
    “I see.  Tobar is the best?” 
 
    “One of them.  He normally sits on the council of nine in judgment.” 
 
    “Got it.  How likely is he to challenge me?” 
 
    “Not likely, in truth.  My concern is of another sort.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “If someone does issue you a challenge, are you… that is to say, I know the station of your birth.  Circumstances may force you to assume a lower status, for now, but can you… ah…” 
 
    “When I’m tested—or challenged—can I acquit myself well?” 
 
    “Not to put it so bluntly, but yes.” 
 
    “I don’t have any special fears on that score.” 
 
    “Are you certain?  Forgive me, but you would seem to be a warrior of the first rank.” 
 
    “I recognize it’s a big deal, Hazir.  I assure you, I’ve been well-taught.” 
 
    “Would you be willing to show me?” 
 
    “I understand your skepticism.  I would rather not.” 
 
    “I worry for you,” he admitted, and he sounded sincerely concerned. 
 
    “Then take comfort in the fact I am not worried.” 
 
    “Very well.  I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    The warmeet was not in a building, as such.  Instead, it was to take place in an open-air arena used for games.  It was a big, round theater, not quite on the scale of the Colosseum.  Still, it must have had room for forty thousand people.  Hazir led us in through a smaller entrance, one for contestants or competitors, not for the public.  Underneath the place, he navigated a maze of twisty passages, all alike.  I hoped their animal pens didn’t include a grue.  I don’t feel up to dealing with one during the day. 
 
    Wait a minute.  At night… am I the grue?  Maybe I shouldn’t think too hard about it.  I might not like the answer. 
 
    We went up the carved steps to a door.  Hazir slid aside a metal plate in the door, bringing the holes in the plate into alignment with the holes in another, allowing us to see.  A fifteen-foot wall surrounded the main arena, separating it from the tiers of stone benches.  The sandy floor of the arena between events, so dozens of people with rakes and basket-sized sieves roamed about, cleaning and sifting.  Hazir grunted and opened the door.  We went out on the sand. 
 
    We made one circuit of the arena floor, Hazir pointing out where the beasts entered, where the slaves or criminals entered, and where the warriors entered.  A large balcony area dominated a short arc of the front five rows.  The seats above it were bumped forward to prevent the roofed-over area of the box from blocking the view.  Maybe a quarter of the seats were occupied with people waiting for the next event. 
 
    “The mahrani and manzhani who attend the games often use the box,” he told me.  “The council of nine use it during the warmeets.” 
 
    “What if a mahrani wants to watch the warmeet?” 
 
    “They are permitted, but the council sits in judgment on our own.  Others will sit elsewhere.” 
 
    “Good to know.  Is this a public thing?” 
 
    “No.  Oh, some few will come to watch, but our practice and our testing are usually more boring than the games.  We do not sell seats.” 
 
    “These are the rehearsals, not the performances, to borrow a theater metaphor.” 
 
    “Yes.  Although,” he added, “it is not unusual for families, guests, and servants to attend—in the seats, not on the sands.  Down here, a shield-bearer or two is all we permit, and then only for the First.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    I jogged through the sand, testing the footing and the traction.  It was a good, gritty sand, not some fine-grained slick stuff.  It crunched nicely underfoot.  It was a good choice. 
 
    “What’s the process, here?” 
 
    “Process?” 
 
    “Do we all show up at dawn, march into the arena, salute the council of nine—as befits their rank—and form ranks?  Or do we sit on the benches along the walls?  Or do we arrive whenever we get around to it, walk past the buffet table, snack and drink and talk for a while, and eventually pair off into practice partners?” 
 
    “I see what you mean.  I don’t know how they did things in your town, but we adhere to the customs.  We will all arrive within the first hour of dawn and form a circle.  If there is business to discuss, it will be discussed.  We will then see testing and challenges.  After this, we will have demonstrations and training among ourselves.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “How did they do it in your town?” 
 
    I cast my mind back to the practice sessions of the Knights of Shadow. 
 
    “I recall the practice swords were double-thick, although blunted,” I said.  “Men in armor would form groups, two or more, and fight until someone lost.  The injured would be dragged from the field and tended while the rest formed up again to fight some more.  Sometimes, someone would pair off to learn a new maneuver, or practice it, rather than fight.  And there would always be a game of sicaricudo, somewhere.” 
 
    “I do not know this game.” 
 
    So I explained the rules to him, what few rules there were.  Two armored men protect a third man—his armor being optional.  These teams have one goal: to have the last “live” target on the field.  That’s pretty much it.  Hazir looked impressed. 
 
    “And how do you tell when the ‘target’ is killed?” 
 
    “Usually, someone hits him with a blunted sword.  Any broken bone is considered acceptable as a lethal hit, even on the defenders.” 
 
    “You routinely break bones in practice?” 
 
    “If your practice doesn’t hurt, how are you going to react in the field the first time you get a boo-boo?” 
 
    “I see your point, but I do not see how people can delight in this game.” 
 
    “It’s surprisingly popular.” 
 
    “Is it?  You will have to show me.” 
 
    “Day after tomorrow, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “I look forward to it,” I lied. 
 
      
 
    Back at the mine, I cracked open gates, snatched a double handful of osmium ingots, and put crystals up to charge.  A couple of spells, a lot of pounding, some ridiculous level of heat from Firebrand, and I was well on my way to having a smooth sheet of metal.  I didn’t want a smooth sheet of metal, of course, so I started shaping it by hand and by hammer, allowing the spells to correct the cracking in their own good time.  It kept me busy for the rest of the day. 
 
    After nightfall, we headed back into town. 
 
    Sarashda is a big place, easily a half-million people or more.  It doesn’t close up for the night.  People come and go through the city gates at all hours, which makes me think there are either a shortage of wars or none nearby.  I like this.  Part of it, I’m sure, is the size of the city and the harbor district.  Business won’t wait, and the ships also come and go at all hours.  It would also seem the majority of wagon-loaded goods are driven around when the daytime traffic is off the streets.  I don’t know if it’s an ordinance or simply sensible, but it works.  Either way, Bronze clears a path by her presence. 
 
    The city’s magic is all over the place, from doors with alarms or magical locks to glowing globes of streetlights.  I don’t see many spells qua spells in use, if any.  Everything is enchanted.  I’m not sure if that’s a cultural preference or simply the state of the art, here.  Do the local wizards not know how to cast spells?  Or do they take an unreasonably long time to cast?  Or do they prefer to enchant objects rather than rely on their spur-of-the-moment powers?  Given the cultural tendency toward elaborate and highly-decorated everything, I suspect it’s simply a preference for better items.  Surely they know how to use spells.  I would think you have to in order to put one in an object, but I could be wrong.  It’s possible they don’t want to demonstrate their techniques to the uninitiated.  Given the guild or class or caste system around here, spells might be secret, hidden away from prying eyes. 
 
    We had some problems along those lines in Karvalen for a while.  We adjusted. 
 
    We paused outside a church, a small one, serving a small sector of the city.  It had the same design I’d seen on others.  It reminded me of Celtic knotwork with a circular theme.  Sort of braided, twisting lines in a circle.  Or maybe just one line.  It was hard to trace any line through the design, especially when I was seeing it in black and white.  Clearly, it was supposed to symbolize the whole life-death-rebirth of reincarnation recycling. 
 
    I’m never going to look at a “Reduce, Reuse, Recycle” logo the same way again. 
 
    The building was circular and the looping, braided lines were painted on the stone court around it.  From the look of it, people would start at the obvious end, near the street, follow it in a loops around the building a few times, and finally get to enter.  It seemed a lot of work just to talk to a statue or a priest, but it’s not my religion.  I didn’t see a priest, but the doors were open, so I got to see the statue in the center of the room.  I didn’t expect to recognize the deity and was not disappointed. 
 
    I considered testing the holy ground, but I reconsidered.  I might visit during the day and do some deity evaluation.  It would also give my altar ego another day to pull himself together.  I might even have a second divinity dynamo enchanted for him by then. 
 
    As for the city and the people, I didn’t see anything to keep me from having a late dinner.  I didn’t see anyone wearing protective devices against something like me, although some of the buildings had suspiciously unpleasant auras.  The buildings, themselves, didn’t seem enchanted, but an object inside might act as a reverse bug light to repel monsters from the dark.  I counted six out of bunches—call it less than one percent.  Still, clearly, such things could be made, they knew how to make them, and they saw a need to do so. 
 
    Why didn’t the local temple have such an aura?  The ground might be a tad incendiary, sure, but why didn’t the knotwork circle radiate a blazing Go Away at me?  Was it not hostile to my kind?  Or did it require the active attention of a worshipper? 
 
    Add it to the list of things I don’t know how to test without risking spontaneous combustion. 
 
    For my evening reconnaissance, I also discovered there were sections of the city less fanciful and ornamented.  A jam-packed area with less lighting, money, and scruples wasn’t hard to find. 
 
    We stuck to the lighted—and wider—streets as Bronze walked through these less-desirable areas.  I wasn’t out hunting.  I was out surveying the hunting ground.  The more I looked, the more I felt this shouldn’t be a problem.  I would have to be alert, of course, and disposing of a body or two could be difficult without sewers with convenient manholes… 
 
    My cloak fluttered, as in a stiff wind, and flapped around me, plunging me into a nothingness as empty as a politician’s promise.  I still sat on Bronze, still had feet in the stirrups, could see the ground past her shoulder.  From the outside, it must have looked as though she wore a black horse-blanket… with nothing under it.  From my side, I was sticking out through an oddly-shaped hole into a total absence of everything. 
 
    My cloak fluttered again and settled behind me normally. 
 
    Ah.  Right.  Body disposal would not be a problem.  Sometimes I forget things. 
 
    I’ve been meaning to stick my head inside my cloak and look around.  Is all the stuff it’s swallowed still in there, somewhere?  I mean, I watched things go in and keep on going.  I presume there’s an infinite emptiness, somewhere, rather than a complete disintegration of all matter.  Then again, perhaps I shouldn’t presume.  Maybe the space—if it is space—ceases to exist until my cloak “opens” again.  All I know is I didn’t see anything in there.  No ray of light, no hard-flung apple, no tumbling zombies, nothing. 
 
    I want my altar ego back.  He has a lot to answer for. 
 
    Content in the knowledge I could find dinner, I let Bronze do the walking while I tried to learn my way around the city.  I still can’t read the street signs—I don’t usually need so sophisticated a translation spell—but I can recognize streets and buildings.  I won’t know my way around the city from touring it for one night, but I should at least avoid being completely lost. 
 
    In our slow cruise through the streets, we found the slave market. 
 
    To be fair, my allergy to slavery isn’t as bad as my allergy to sunrise.  I simply object to it.  I’m not even going to argue about whether or not people should be forced into any sort of servitude under any circumstances.  Sentencing a man to a life at hard labor may be warranted, for example, depending on what he did.  But a convict making little rocks out of big ones is still a man.  He may be in custody, in prison, and have severe strictures on what he can and cannot do, but he is not property.  He’s a person.  You may punish him, you may kill him, but you can’t own him. 
 
    There’s the difference.  I won’t blink at a chain gang on road detail, but I’ll forever feel my teeth itch when someone is owned. 
 
    The slave market was open.  From the look of it, it never closed.  There were no auctions on, of course, but one could walk in and buy someone “off the rack,” so to speak.  Not that any of them were in a rack.  Inside the walled market area, there were pens for the more housebroken and manacles for those less so—criminals and the like.  A factor even offered to rent me some well-behaved slaves.  Looking for labor for the evening?  Goods to load or unload?  A wagon to be pushed along?  Perhaps a torchbearer to precede me? 
 
    I ignored him.  It was either that or eat him.  It was a tough call.  What worked in his favor was the lack of children.  Maybe they were all kept somewhere else, since they were unlikely to be hired out as labor overnight.  Or maybe all the ones rented for the night were already out.  Nevertheless, out of sight, out of mind.  I could tell myself there weren’t any.  It worked, at least for the moment. 
 
    The rest of the city was as I expected, mostly.  Many businesses were restocking and dealing with things you don’t want customers around for.  Other businesses were open and thriving, from theaters to brothels, street sweepers to garbage collectors. 
 
    A city never sleeps.  Villages, yes.  Small towns, sometimes.  But cities?  There’s always something.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 13th Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    Since I had a day to kill before the warmeet, I popped open a couple of portals.  Money always goes well, of course, but my main concerns were a couple of gas bottles.  I considered using tanks of hydrogen and oxygen on the theory they would burn, raise the pressure, and shoot the Orb out even faster.  I decided against it for two reasons.  First, it would spoil what limited calibration I’d managed before, and, second, nothing has ever gone wrong in the history of mankind with burning hydrogen. 
 
    Note the sarcasm. 
 
    I stuck with nitrogen, a nice, reasonably-inert gas.   I only got two bottles, but my collection would grow.  I also picked up some of the components for the gas manifold. 
 
    Once the major power-work was done for the day, I settled in to inscribe an osmium shell, wind orichalcum wire, and place a number of enchantments.  At present, I’m relying entirely on magic to power the things—I haven’t stolen a generator to supply electricity.  I suspect I might be able to work out a conversion spell to convert magic directly into whatever psychic energy the energy-based beings consume.  I doubt it will be terribly efficient.  The solar converters aren’t, but what do I know?  I can’t even see the power these things put out without a spell to detect it.  At a guess, I might be able to manage something using a multi-stage conversion—magic to vitality to celestial energy, for example, much the same way magnetism and motion can turn into light.  Magnets and movement become electricity, electricity goes through a light bulb and produces light.  At each step in the conversion process, however, we lose some of the energy.  Add it to the list of things to research when my altar ego is around to help. 
 
    I’m still not sure if he’s dead.  If he is, I’ll have to wait until he’s born. 
 
    Checking on my lairs, the zombie house was still intact.  Nobody seemed to care about it, which I suppose is only reasonable.  If there’s no one inside, zombies won’t find it interesting, and there are no humans in the area to take an interest.  It’s one house in a world of empty houses. 
 
    The Cretaceous Lair didn’t advance much, if any.  I suspect it ran slow since the last time I checked.  I need to get some sort of clock.  Maybe multiple clocks.  Something to act as a timer and one to last centuries. 
 
    Come to think of it, I’m in a world outside the usual Earthlines.  How much will it help to be outside, looking in?  I may need a lot of timers so I can place them in a lot of worlds.  Once I’m done with the Orb launch, I may have to find a new place to live—but still in this world.  This could be a good opportunity to get some serious research done on how the Earth-based worldlines all hang together—why some run fast, some slow, and maybe see a pattern in the changes. 
 
    Diogenes always had the problem of not knowing if he was in the fast or slow world.  He was wrapped up being part of the process he was trying to observe.  Out here, I have a more objective viewpoint. 
 
    I’m definitely going to start looking.  This could be the key to figuring out a major mystery. 
 
    In other research, I went into Sarashda to check out the temples. 
 
    As usual, my daytime feet didn’t mind holy ground one bit.  I walked in without any screaming, smoking, or sudden combustion.  There were several buildings in the Temple complex, but the temple itself was circular, much like the Hall of Ruling.  It was mostly open space under a shallow dome.  It reminded me of the Pantheon of Rome in some ways.  The floor was inlaid with intricate lines, all circling around the building.  The ceiling’s pictures were varied scenes, each one flowing into the next as one walked around the perimeter.  Four heavily-carved pillars spaced around the center helped support it, and it needed the support.  The dome was pitched too shallowly to support itself.  Between the pillars, a series of priests in brightly-colored vestments took offerings and consulted with the faithful.  Each priest wore a different color of robes.  They were the only people I’d seen wearing a solid color rather than a highly-decorated combination.  Together, they could make a color wheel, minus any black, white, or shades of grey. 
 
    I didn’t see any other interior rooms, but the outer wall had alcoves in it.  About a dozen statues occupied these alcoves, facing inward, each different, each surrounded by flowers or other offerings—no, I take that back.  Eleven statues.  I took a slow walk around the wall, going with the general flow and noting the various gods.  Before long, I thought I detected a pattern.  The statues were stylized, yes, but clearly indicated social classes.  Beggars, farmers, and craftsmen, for examples.  I paused to consider the apparent god of warriors and felt I’d seen him before.  It took me a minute, but I remembered.  He looked a little bit like Raeth.  It clearly wasn’t him, but they could have been brothers.  I wondered who the sculptor used as a model. 
 
    Another thing I noticed was the pattern of lines in the floor.  People moving from station to station to offer their respects to the gods made several circuits of the temple, following what I first thought were several lines, but was really one line, like one of those designs I made as a kid.  What was that toy?  The one with the outer ring and a gear inside?  You put a pencil in a hole in the gear and run it around the inside of the ring.  Dang.  I can’t remember. 
 
    At any rate, the walking around the temple acted like a prayer wheel.  In addition to any prayers or offerings, the journey itself added to the power of the gods.  I wonder if it’s a generic offering to all the gods or if there’s a specific deity.  Regardless, it’s clever. 
 
    “May I assist you, warrior?” 
 
    I turned to the red-robed priest and instantly contained my impulse to kill him.  Last time I dealt with a priest in red robes, it was a Cardinal of the Hand.  I have no good memories of the experience.  It didn’t help he startled me, walking nearly silently in those slippers and while I was focused on architecture. 
 
    Do not wear red robes and surprise me.  It’s fifty/fifty odds someone’s getting eviscerated.  Or sixty/forty.  Maybe worse.  I know it’s an overreaction, but it doesn’t mean I won’t overreact anyway.  I have a history. 
 
    “No,” I replied, striving for a calm, polite tone.  “I’m quite well.”  I slowly relaxed my grip on the hilts of my weapons and tried like the dickens not to look threatening.   
 
    “I ask because of your…” he trailed off, gesturing up and down at me.  I looked down at myself.  There was nothing incriminating to be seen. 
 
    “My…?” I prompted. 
 
    “Your armor.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” I asked, perhaps a trifle belligerently.  I already had Tobar bitching about my right to wear full armor and a cultural issue with the color.  I didn’t need a whole religious institution giving me grief about it, too.  True, under normal circumstances, I prefer to make do with ballistic underwear and running away, but I already committed myself to a certain level of status by entering town armored up.  Hazir was right.  Taking it off now would send the wrong sort of message and confuse people. 
 
    And, maybe, my knee-jerk reaction is to do whatever a priest tells me not to.  I’m not sure if that’s a typical vampire thing or just something I picked up along the way. 
 
    “It is the armor of death,” the priest failed to explain. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, somewhat confused.  It must have pushed his “sermon” button. 
 
    “In the cycle of rebirth, the soul evolves through every life.  It begins in birth, learns and grows, dies, is refined in the light of the spirit realm, and returns for rebirth.  This is reflected in all the colors of the world, mixed and combined, although within the priestly caste we each represent a single hue.  You choose to wear the empty hue of death, the black of the ultimate darkness.” 
 
    “You object?” 
 
    “It… is not in the best of taste,” he equivocated. 
 
    “Not even for a warrior?  It’s my job to kill things, isn’t it?” 
 
    “The Darkness awaits those who fail in their obligations,” he pointed out.  “It is the end of all things, the destruction of the soul.  Warriors do not slay the spirit, but free it from its mortal prison to return to the All.  For a time,” he added. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “Perhaps it would be best if you chose other colors.”  His tone was an order even if his words were a suggestion.  My urge to hit him was strong.  I wanted to beat him to death and let him argue color choices with his gods.  I refrained, with effort, and smiled a mildly-threatening smile. 
 
    “What’s your name, red-robe?” 
 
    “Jatell.” 
 
    “I’ll be back.” 
 
    I turned and walked outside, leaving him to wonder.  I was only gone for long enough to run an errand.  Back in the temple, I carried a basket as I hunted him down. 
 
    “Jatell.” 
 
    “Warrior.” 
 
    “Step outside with me.  You’ll want to see this.” 
 
    “I will?” 
 
    “Believe.” 
 
    “I believe.”  He followed me outside to one of the small meditation gardens. 
 
    “The world is full of colors, right?” 
 
    “Yes.  Each one is significant of the obligations of the soul in its eternal journey toward perfection.” 
 
    “And black is the absence of all color, the ultimate negation, and therefore I should not wear it?” 
 
    “I regret to school you in this matter, but it is the truth, warrior.”  He didn’t sound regretful, but it was only a politeness. 
 
    I flipped open the lid of the basket and put down a bucket.  I withdrew a small jar, unstoppered it, and poured a dribble of red paint into the bucket. 
 
    “What does red stand for?” 
 
    “It is the lifeblood, the body.” 
 
    “Thought so.”  I poured in a bit from the next jar, some orange.  With each color, another jar added another dribble of paint to the contents of the bucket.  I stirred the paint with the brush, handed the bucket to Jatell, and let him consider the contents while I put everything else back in the basket. 
 
    “Thoughts, Jatell?” 
 
    He shook his head, mute. 
 
    “Here,” I told him.  “Have all the colors of the world.  Mix them all together yourself.  You’ll get the same result:  Black.” 
 
    “Heresy,” he told me, point-blank.  I looked in the bucket. 
 
    “Could be,” I admitted, “but it’s still black.” 
 
    I took back the bucket, turned it upside-down on the courtyard stones, and left him to his contemplation. 
 
    You’re a bad person, Boss. 
 
    Am I?  How so? 
 
    I just kill things.  You screw with their heads. 
 
    This from a telepathic weapon? 
 
    You know what I mean, Firebrand chided. 
 
    I don’t appreciate priests too much to begin with, I replied.  I appreciate even less a busybody.  If a priest is going to criticize my choice of wardrobe, he better have a better reason than, “God doesn’t like the color.” 
 
    What if his god doesn’t like the color? 
 
    Then he should have the balls to tell me himself! 
 
    Good. 
 
    Good? 
 
    You’re starting to sound like a dragon. 
 
    Bad-tempered and self-centered? 
 
    You say that like it’s a bad thing. 
 
    Shut up. 
 
    Firebrand chuckled. 
 
      
 
    I finished my trip to the city by touring it a bit more, making sure of my bearings to find important places—supply shops, temple, Hall of Ruling, various class-centered pubs—or would they be clubs?—and the arena for the warmeet.  It was easier than I thought.  Most buildings were one storey, a few were two-storey, but three or more was rare.  The tallest made good landmarks from almost anywhere in the city. 
 
    Once back at the mine, I checked on the divinity dynamos.  They were both spinning nicely.  My glowing friend, however, was fidgety.  It kept bouncing back and forth along the line I’d drawn.  It didn’t get any closer to the dynamos, but it couldn’t seem to sit still.  I realized, after a moment, it was trying to find a better spot to absorb the leftover energies.  I re-drew the reflective arc to take into account the dual power sources connected to the sigil, then added two lines as secondary reflectors behind the glowing thing.  It settled down immediately and seemed much happier. 
 
    It was only absorbing—feeding on—the faintest leakage of energy.  What would happen if I fed it directly?  Would it grow?  Would it get brighter?  Would there be a maximum rate of input?  What did it use this energy for, anyway?  Was this even what it was supposed to eat, or was this something it found convenient, the way horses would eat both grain and sugar cubes? 
 
    Bronze agreed it was like sugar cubes, at least for her.  As an energy-based being, she could detect, at least faintly, the radiations of the dynamos, and it felt good to stand where they could hit her, like warm sunshine on a beach.  Whether this actually did her any good or not was something she couldn’t tell. 
 
    There are quite a number of things I need to do.  Some of them involve more power than I have on hand.  Others will take more time than I plan to spend, at present.  Researching the simpler spells doesn’t take much of either.  I need to develop a spell to let me more clearly and easily perceive celestial forces.  Since I have two generators putting out quite a lot of such force—at least, on a mortal scale—I have a definite target to shoot for and not much else to do today. 
 
      
 
    My sunset I spent with an underground spring, letting water—heated with magic; I don’t have a mundane way to warm it—pour over me and down into the lower levels of the mine.  I wondered how they kept it from flooding when they were working it.  There were places where equipment or structures were once bolted into the raw rock, but what sorts were there?  Pumps for draining the water?  Troughs for leading down the tunnel and out the mouth of the mine?  There were some signs of water flow out there, so maybe. 
 
    I notice there are tiny fish in the still waters of the mine.  Somewhere, there’s a connection to a larger body of water.  They’re not blind fish, so I surmise there’s a lake around here.  It can’t connect to the sea, though.  The water level remains constant.  It might drain over a lip of stone and eventually run down into the sea, though.  I haven’t done a detailed underground mapping and I’m not likely to. 
 
    Once my corpse was suitably clean again, I returned to my spellcrafting.  Tweaking my spectrum-shifting spell works in that I can see the energies of the divinity dynamo, but it’s only good for intensity.  I’m certain there are subtleties to this, like all the colors of the spectrum, but all I can manage so far is off, on, and how bright.  It’s an improvement, but there’s a long way to go. 
 
    I also gave my altar ego a poke.  I cast the same spell I used when crafting the smoke-face deiphone, trying to get a response.  Still nothing.  Either he’s dead or comatose, and I’m concerned.  It’s true I have two dynamos feeding him, tuned to his particular signature through the sigil, but they don’t stack up well to thousands upon thousands of worshippers.  How much does he need to recover from his exertions?  Or has he expended and destroyed this fragment of himself?  If he has, will feeding power into the sigil eventually reconstitute him?  I mean, the sigil has his pattern.  Pouring energy into it reinforces that pattern and resonates on an energy plane.  Is he like a laptop with a flat battery and I’m recharging him until he can reboot?  Or is he like old-fashioned, volatile memory—once the power goes off, the data is gone? 
 
    I hate this. 
 
    I also tried a feeding experiment with my glowing ball of light.  I disconnected one dynamo from the sigil, reset it, and aimed its full, untuned output at the glowing thing.  It grew larger and brightened immediately, with little wisps of vapor-like tendrils writhing up from its surface and back down again.  It reminded me uncomfortably of video of the surface of the Sun.  After a few seconds, I put the dynamo back into sigil-feeding mode.  The ball of light dimmed and shrank, but the consistency was different.  It’s always been a translucent, misty thing, easily seen through.  Now, it’s a bit denser, a bit more opaque than before.  I could still see the table through it, but I wouldn’t want to try and read anything. 
 
    Interesting.  It still isn’t crossing the line.  Does it understand why I don’t want it engulfing my dynamos?  Or is it simply a learned behavior from repeated swats?  Is it smart enough to communicate?  Firebrand doesn’t hear it thinking and I don’t get anything when I listen, either.  We may be on the wrong channel, though. 
 
    I tried another experiment.  I extended a tendril and tested it for vital energies.  It has something, but I’m not sure what.  I only touched it, though, and extremely carefully so as not to drain anything as I evaluated it.  With some care, I tried to give it the barest trickle of vital force from my reserves.  It soaked up the energy in a rainbow ripple of color and continued to ripple for almost a minute afterward, eventually settling into a darker shade of blue with shifting, fern-like patterns of lighter blues all through it. 
 
    Some people have a dog.  Others have birds, fish, or turtles.  Some people get adopted by a cat.  The nightlord gets adopted by a glowing ball of light.  Is this irony or just an epic level of weird? 
 
      
 
    Nighttime in Sarashda, as I’ve noted before, is quieter than the days, but not at all silent.  Some districts are mostly housing and mostly quiet.  Less-residential and more business-oriented sectors have considerably more activity.  Nevertheless, it isn’t difficult to find a reasonably dark, narrow street containing enterprising individuals willing to commit violence to enrich themselves. 
 
    The procedure was a trifle involved.  Rather than ride in, shuck out of my armor, find dinner, dress again, and ride out, we elected to simplify as much as possible.  I bundled up my armor, lashed it behind the saddle, and Bronze kept it for me outside the city.  I walked in, hood up, head down, and both swords hidden under—and partially inside—my cloak.  I suppose I could have left the swords with Bronze, as well, but it was my first hunting trip in this world.  Excuse me if I’m cautious. 
 
    Nobody gave me a second look until I was in a dark street and deliberately jingling a bit as I walked.  Leaving the city was no more difficult.  And my skill with the local language is improved! —At least, my spoken language skill is better.  I’m not sure they helped much with my literacy. 
 
    We went back to the rental shaft.  Now that I was well-fed, I could devote some more time and effort to my divinity detector spell and maybe some experiments to talk to a ball of light.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 14th Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    Immaterial balls of light are not good conversationalists.  I should be able to talk to an energy-state being—or, at the very least, reliably be heard—but if it’s listening, it doesn’t appear to respond at all.  I tried for most of the night, but I’m becoming confused as to what it actually is.  It’s not something I’ll figure out today. 
 
    Not knowing the precise time for the warmeet, I had a picnic basket loaded up—I think of it as a lunchbox—and a cleaning spell ready before sunrise.  Once the tingling died down and the goo sloughed off, we galloped like hell for the city and slowed to a trot through the early-morning streets. 
 
    Turns out I needn’t have rushed.  I was the third one there.  The other two were dressed in enameled scale armor with solid forearm guards and pointed helmets.  The really fancy helms were a sign of wealth and usually went with a full suit of plate armor.  We introduced ourselves while servants continued to bring wooden weapons out onto the arena floor.  Galtos was slightly taller than his friend, Jolus, and had longer hair.  Jolus smiled more often and was missing an upper tooth, just in front of his left incisor.  The old scar on his upper lip healed well, but I’d say an arrow or other piercing weapon was responsible. 
 
    “I don’t believe I’ve seen you around,” Jolus said, once we exchanged names. 
 
    “Haven’t,” Galtos grunted.  He nodded at the helmet I carried.  “No beast.  I’d remember.” 
 
    “No beast?” I echoed. 
 
    “Helm’s plain,” he clarified. 
 
    “So it is,” I agreed.  “I prefer it this way.” 
 
    “May I ask why?” Jolus inquired. 
 
    “There’s less to catch an edge or point.  Things slide off, rather than lodge.  It’s a helmet for serious business, not for show.” 
 
    Galtos and Jolus exchanged looks. 
 
    “You’re one of the First?” Jolus asked, cautiously. 
 
    “Is that a surprise?” 
 
    “No, but the First don’t usually get out in the field.  I mean, Galtos and I do what fighting needs doing and we get paid for it, but most of the First don’t… ah, don’t need the money.  They can afford to be fancy.  You don’t got a lot of fancy bits on your armor, though.” 
 
    “Got none,” Galtos clarified.” 
 
    “You fight your way up to the ranks of the First?” Jolus continued. 
 
    “When I started, I was barely even a warrior.” 
 
    Galtos and Jolus nodded, the discrepancy resolved in their minds.  My attitude was appropriate for someone who went out and did battle, even though I looked too high-ranking to ever meet a blade.  It tells me a lot when the people in the best armor see the least combat. 
 
    The things I learn in casual conversation. 
 
    They also introduced me to the weapon racks and the various wooden weapons.  All of them were well-made and intricately carved.  Some were replicas of actual swords and quite elaborate.  The carved grips simulated cord-wound hilts.  Even the wood grain was cut to simulate an edge.  They ranged in size from knives to what I think of a “typical” swords—about three feet or so.  There were no larger blades.  I don’t know why no one went in for big swords.  Maybe everyone is more secure than I am. 
 
    While swords predominated, other weapons were not neglected.  Spears were popular, as well.  Maces with rope-wrapped “heads” told me they were more cautious about injuries than the Knights of Shadow. 
 
    Did they not have healing spells?  Were the local priests not up to the job?  Or were the gods not interested in fixing people?  Did the local wizards mend flesh and bone?  Or was it a less direct thing than my various body-welding spells?  Generalized healing spells accelerate the repairs up to a dozen times faster, but a wounded man may still die of his injuries before the spells can do enough. 
 
    While Galtos and Jolus warmed up, stretching and swinging practice blades around, I took a look through the staffs.  They varied in length, but two of them were about right for Firebrand.  I remembered Hazir’s warning about how someone might be along to pester me and I wanted something familiar. 
 
    Other warriors trickled in.  There were a surprising number of women.  I didn’t expect so many, but apparently patriarchal attitudes aren’t inter-universal.  Hooray for equality.  They were still a minority, however, but I suspect it’s from other factors, such as muscle mass and reach.  I didn’t want to fight any of them.  They looked like professionals to me.  None of them wore full plate armor, but favored chainmail, brigandine, and scale.  The few men who wore plate also had a servant or two to carry things. 
 
    Hazir was one of the plated few.  He and his flunkies entered.  He smiled when he saw me and they approached. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    “So far,” I agreed.  “How are things with you?” 
 
    “I always enjoy the warmeet.” 
 
    “Got plans for lunch?” 
 
    “Mmm, no.  Why?” 
 
    “I packed some snacks,” I told him, nodding at the basket. 
 
    “Ah.  I intended to send someone to fetch food and drink.” 
 
    “Then we can send him for things to go with the travel snacks,” I suggested. 
 
    “Wise decision.  Are you prepared for the day?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I hope so.  Any thoughts on what I should expect?” 
 
    “I hear you may be challenged by one of Tobar’s supporters, as expected.” 
 
    “Not the man himself?” 
 
    “He wishes to gauge your worthiness, not risk his life, nor his seat on the council of nine.” 
 
    “Wait.  If I beat him in single combat, I get his seat?” 
 
    “Of course.  Isn’t that how—oh.  No, I see.  Other cities must have their variations.  Yes, warriors always challenge by combat.  Normally, one challenges up the ladder, as it were, until reaching the station of one’s skills.  Unlike other cities, perhaps, we have another custom.  If one of a high station challenges down, this can pass any number of rungs on the ladder, but the risk is no less for being across such a distance.  One bit of ill luck and a high station may tumble, requiring much effort to climb again.” 
 
    “I see why he doesn’t want to do it himself.  Where do I fit on the ladder?” 
 
    “As a visitor, judging you by eye, you are a First, but have no formal standing in Sarashda.  If you plan to remain, there will be a testing among the First —below the council of nine, of course—to determine your standing.” 
 
    “Testing?” 
 
    “A simple matter, much as the challenges of rank.  If Tobar issues a challenge—or has someone else issue it—it would be a challenge of your fitness to be a warrior at all, although the rank is still as risk.  Those sorts of challenges are more serious—” 
 
    A horn sounded and Hazir broke off.  He shook his head and moved to the edge of the arena.  I went with him as the rest of the warriors followed suit.  Nine men in fanciful armor and extravagant helmets entered the main box, up above.  They spread out along the forward rail and called the meeting to order.  We all advanced from the wall until we formed a large circle.  Altogether, there were maybe eight hundred men and women in the circle.  There were another four hundred or so servants, shield-bearers, and other hangers-on, but they were either in the stands or remained against the wall. 
 
    Business was brief.  Mostly, it was a listing of various places needing warriors—some cities need help for their police, some manzhani need guards, some places need a monster or two killed—don’t go alone!  It reminded me of the Rethven custom of Hero-ing.  This was more mercenary, obviously, but even Heroes need to eat. 
 
    I wonder if Sir Sedrick made it into Vios before it cut loose from the world. 
 
    Other business included offers of servitude from young warriors without families.  I gathered orphans were more common among the warrior class than among others.  In a larger sense, they were still of the warrior caste, though, so any children were automatically up for adoption.  Both boys went quickly, accepted by moderately well-off warriors. 
 
    With the basic business out of the way, half a dozen people were called up to be tested.  Everyone backed up to the wall again, except those warriors each contestant chose as an opponent.  They were clearly not shooting for status among the First, but, rather than start at the bottom and work their way up, they had individual matches with various of the members.  Victory gave them a place.  Defeat meant they fought again, only someone several rungs down. 
 
    I saw a certain strategy in it.  A newcomer to the city could pick a high-ranking individual for his testing, but it was a risk.  It carried instant status if you won.  If not, you went to your next fight somewhat battered and bruised, not only to fight for a lower station but less likely to win, too.  On the other hand, if you start lower down, you’re more likely to win.  Then you have to climb the ladder the hard way. 
 
    Frankly, I’m not sure why anyone would care.  Did it affect their pay when they took a job?  Were there perks to being highly ranked?  Or was it simply bragging rights?  And why wasn’t I called on?  Was I too new?  Or was there a more nefarious plot afoot? 
 
    With the new members assimilated into the group, the council of nine, still standing in the box, called for any challenges.  There were another dozen or so, each one trying to step up the ladder a rung.  The process, as always, was a formal one.  Someone stepped forward, challenged someone else, and the two squared off.  When testing newcomers, they all ran concurrently.  Challenges were more interesting, or maybe less time-consuming.  They were done one by one. 
 
    The one interesting to me was Osric of Barachel.  He stood at least six feet, more in the full armor.  His eyes were an olive color, his mouth accustomed to frowns, and his hands big, capable.  His helm was also formed as a bird-of-prey, the wings surrounding his face to meet at his chin, the head and beak forming the nosepiece.  His flunkies—squires, I suppose—carried a large, flanged mace and a large shield.  As with all the men in full armor—there were no women—his equipment was enchanted.  Armor, shield, mace, the works. 
 
    The mace was a study in magical construction.  The enchantment was surprisingly complex, but, after looking at it for a bit, I thought it needlessly complicated.  It looked like a fairly straightforward momentum-transfer spell, which made sense for a mace.  I did not like the look of the flanges around the head.  They looked good at breaching armor, as well as tearing flesh off bones. 
 
    “The one known as Al of Lucard wears the armor of the First,” he declared, “but I say he is unworthy of this station.” 
 
    Hazir put a hand on my arm, as though to restrain me. 
 
    “His accusation is only of your ranking, not your caste,” he whispered.  “Try to remember that.  Don’t let him provoke you.” 
 
    “I’d have to care about his opinion for him to provoke me,” I whispered back, pretending disinterest.  I’ve been frustrated and temperamental for a while, now, and Osric was verbally poking the monster.  It was a minor irritation, but a match is a minor fire and it’s been a while since it rained. 
 
    Osric held out his hand and a flunky put the mace in it—the actual, metal-headed, enchanted mace.  Clearly, this was not a practice match.  What did Hazir say about these being more serious?  There’s quite a lot about this place I don’t understand.  It reminds me of my first days in Rethven. 
 
    I miss Rethven. 
 
    “Is this how you treat those of the First?” I asked, rising. 
 
    “This is how we treat those who are unworthy,” Osric replied.  I glanced at Hazir, who looked sad.  Tobar, on the other hand, watched from above with a wicked gleam in his eye. 
 
    “I see.  How do you know I’m not worthy?” 
 
    “Your flippance alone would tell all the world,” Osric replied, and brandished his mace. 
 
    There are a number of skills in which I feel comfortable.  I don’t need to prove to myself I’m competent at them, so I don’t need to show off.  Why should I have to prove to anyone I’m a formidable swordsman?  I know I am.  Hack someone to bits for a reason?  Sure.  Hack someone to bits because everyone else wants to see if I can do it?  Not so much.  I don’t like having to “prove myself” to a bunch of busybodies.  I’m a visitor.  I’m no threat to their precious pecking order.  They could ignore me and I’d return the favor.  But no, they have to pigeonhole me.  It’s possible I’ve made them think they have to, since I don’t understand their customs, but I don’t even have the choice at this point, which irritated me. 
 
    Tobar still sat forward in his seat, leaning slightly on the rail at the edge of the VIP box.  No doubt my unintended insult had something to do with this.  His attitude irritated me more. 
 
    Grumbling, I removed my cloak, folded it neatly, set it on the bench, and drew Firebrand. 
 
    Keep the flames down, I told it, moving out to meet Osric. 
 
    We could roast him in his armor. 
 
    We could, but these idiots want to see what I can do and it might do me good to work out some frustration in a fight.  Besides, we don’t need to overawe them with the sheer power of unleashed draconic hell. 
 
    Yes, I am rather intimidating, Firebrand agreed.  Okay. 
 
    Osric swung his mace.  I stepped back and let it whistle down without me.  We went skipping about the arena, him attacking, me dancing back.  Occasionally I engaged, deflecting the mace.  I already learned my lesson about mass-based weapons.  I also learned a lot about how the effect on the mace worked without—and this is the key—being squarely hit by it.  I attacked twice, once to gauge his shield, once to test his armor.  Other than that, I watched him, his timing, his footwork, his patterns.  Like most fighters, he had a few favorite attacks and responses.  He was particularly fond of blocking with his shield and thrusting with his mace.  One does not normally thrust with a mace, making it an unexpected attack, and the enchantment made it much more effective than a simple punch in the guts.  My armor took it moderately well and he never caught me with it again. 
 
    He was good.  He was strong and he obviously had considerable training.  Given he was wielding a mace, he was surprisingly fast, too.  Where he fell short, though, was the training regimen.  He was remarkably good, in a technical sense, but much more practiced than experienced.  Someone took him to lessons when he was a child.  He graduated, possibly even with honors.  Since then, he’s attended warmeets, maybe had more lessons.  He wasn’t experienced.  He was like a fencing student taken off the strip and plunked down in the middle of a grand melee.  Not quite so bad, perhaps, but you get the idea.  Seldar would defeat him, but Torvil would kill him without thinking about it on the way to a serious opponent.  I’d put money on Heydyl to beat him, but I’d worry a lot. 
 
    It didn’t take a full minute for me to realize I could take him.  After five, it was obvious he could no longer get through my guard.  I earned the name “The Wall of Blades,” thank you.  After ten, the warriors around the arena were murmuring and chuckling, suspecting I was mocking him.  I might have been, but only a little.  Mostly, I wanted to exhaust him.  Osric finally lost his temper. 
 
    “Fight, damn you!  Quit running!” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s out of breath,” I pointed out.  He was.  Sweat dripped from his face.  We both had personal air conditioning, but I’m stronger, have lighter armor, and I let him carry the fight to me.  My temperature regulator might also be a bit better than the local enchantment. 
 
    “Coward!” 
 
    Privately, I agreed with him.  I’m a coward whenever I have a choice.  I couldn’t admit it in these circumstances, though. 
 
    “The opinion of the loser isn’t important,” I answered, instead. 
 
    He gave a great cry and leaped for me, mace whistling down.  I sidestepped and advanced, whirling, whacking him on the back with a great, clanging blow.  He staggered forward and I waited while he recovered.  My disdain for his attacks kept him pissed off and he charged me. 
 
    Never lose your temper.  It’s a rule.  Sasha, Raeth, and Davad all tried to teach it to me.  I still don’t have it down, but I learned the lesson better than Osric. 
 
    I backed up a step to give him slightly more room to accelerate and to give the impression I might run.  When he closed, I ducked to my right, along his shield side, out of reach of his mace.  Not out of reach of Firebrand, though.  With it in my left hand, I swept it down and forward, striking under his shield and hitting his ankle with a ringing clang.  Metal bent and his leg flew out from under him.  He landed face-down in the sand and I leaped, jackhammering down on his back with both feet just as he started to push himself up.  He made a peculiar wheezing noise and sprawled again.  I sat down on his back, knees on his shoulders, pinning him. 
 
    He flailed his right arm backward, waving the mace at me.  I grabbed it, twisted and turned it, and forced it out of his grip.  I lifted it high and brought it down like a meteor, pounding it into the sand to the left of his head.  Sand exploded in all directions, thanks to the enchantment.  I stood, planted a foot on his back, and stuck Firebrand’s point into the sand to the right. 
 
    “Yield?” I suggested.  I withdrew Firebrand and stepped off him.  He rolled onto his back, bringing his shield up to hit me. 
 
    No yielding, apparently.  Well, I haven’t read the rules. 
 
    I brought Firebrand down while he held his shield with both hands, taking the blow.  I kicked his mace away, out of reach, and struck again, forcing Osric to hide behind his shield.  With my second blow, I moved toward his feet, where I caught the damaged one and dragged him across the sand.  He shouted and cursed at me while people on the benches near that piece of wall scattered out of the way. 
 
    Once we were close to the wall, I turned, pulled, and hauled him around.  He swung in an arc, still shouting, and I grunted as I swung him faster, getting him off the ground and whirling him in a circle.  He unbuckled his shield and threw it at me, but the speed of my swing and the strange vectors ruined his aim.  My aim was fine. 
 
    The wall knew the rules.  It didn’t yield, either.  Osric hit, hard, crashing, clanking, and cracking, before flopping down onto the bench and slipping off it to thud into the sand.  He lay there, groaning, and I got a better grip on his ankles.  I swung him around in the other direction, smacking him into the wall again.  When he fell to the sand, he lay unmoving.  I pulled off his helm and considered.  Run him through?  Or decapitate? 
 
    Did I have to kill him?  Was there a reason?  Was there a reason beyond some locals thought it was a social obligation? 
 
    I sheathed Firebrand and, his helm in one hand, the upper edge of his breastplate in the other, I dragged a limp Osric back to the middle of the arena. 
 
    His helm crumpled under his own mace.  It really was a nice enchantment, and it used to be a nice helm.  I held up the crushed ruin as I shouted to the watching warrior council. 
 
    “Victory?” 
 
    The council of nine consulted each other by eye.  The spokesman, a burly, bearded man shook his head. 
 
    “The challenger lives.” 
 
    I held up the helm again. 
 
    “He lives because I permit it.” 
 
    “He challenged your worthiness as a warrior, not your rights as a First.” 
 
    “I am worthy,” I told him, feeling my annoyance rise again, “and I decide who I kill.” 
 
    “His life is forfeit.” 
 
    I stood over his supine form, drew Firebrand, and hefted Osric’s mace. 
 
    “Osric of—” 
 
    Barachel, Firebrand supplied. 
 
    “—Barachel challenged me,” I shouted. “I defeated him.  His death is mine to mete out, but I choose not to.  His life belongs to me, not to you.” 
 
    “His challenge is one of life and death.” 
 
    “And he’s lost his life.  It’s mine.  Are you going to come down here and take it from me?”  I did not add “you pompous bag of wind,” but I might have thought it loudly. 
 
    The council of nine fell back from the rail and huddled up.  The muttering from all around the arena seemed like an echo. 
 
    Hazir put on his helm, took his sword and shield, and came out to stand beside me. 
 
    “You’re mad,” he told me, as Galtos and Jolus started toward us.  “Mad, but you’re also right—and I hate you for it, a little.”  A moment later, three more warriors hefted weapons and came out. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed.  “Yes, I am.  And I don’t like me much, either, sometimes.” 
 
    The gradual movement of warriors did not go unnoticed on the platform.  They kept glancing out to the arena.  By the time the council lined up at the rail again, there were thirty warriors surrounding us.  One of them knelt by Osric, talking quietly to him.  Osric remained on the ground, looking in two different directions at once. 
 
    “For a false challenge, the life of Osric of Barachel is forfeit,” they decided.  “It now belongs to you, Al of Lucard, newest member of the First of Sarashda.  Do with him as you see fit.” 
 
    I lowered my weapons. 
 
    “I thank the council for its wisdom and its mercy.  May I ask what standing the council chooses for me?” 
 
    “You take Osric’s standing.  You are twenty-second of the First.” 
 
    Resistance is futile, I thought. 
 
    I bowed politely.  Several warriors helped carry Osric off the field and laid him on a bench along the wall. 
 
    This concluded the major excitement of the day.  The council of nine pulled up chairs—servants pulled up chairs for them—and sat by the rail to watch.  Everyone else found someone to beat on and they started practicing.  I checked Osric over while Hazir sat down on a nearby bench to watch. 
 
    “Get your hands off me!” 
 
    “You’ve got a dislocated shoulder and possibly a broken collarbone,” I replied, mildly.  “I’ll break your head if you don’t shut up and lie still.” 
 
    “And I’ll hold you,” Hazir added. 
 
    He shut up and lay still.  I put his dislocated shoulder back where it belonged and dinged him with the healing spell in my ring.  I also prodded his collarbone, gently.  He grunted at the shoulder, winced slightly at the bone.  The bone didn’t move.  I got out my pocket mirror. 
 
    “Look at me.”  I flashed the sun in his eyes, watching the pupils.  They seemed normal.  “I think you’ll be all right.  How’s your neck?” 
 
    “It hurts,” he replied, as one might to an idiot.  I suppose it was a stupid question. 
 
    “I’m not surprised.  Go to bed and stay there for a couple of days.  Put pillows around your head to keep your neck straight and still.  Try to keep it from moving for at least three days, then be gentle with it for a week—no sudden movements—even if it doesn’t pain you.” 
 
    “What are you, a physicker?” 
 
    “I’m a warrior who’s seen a lot of injuries and remembers how they’re treated.  Get your own physicker, if you like.” 
 
    “I’ll do as you say, since I belong to you,” he said, bitterly.  I grabbed him by the gorget and pulled him half-up from the bench. 
 
    “Now you listen to me, you arrogant son of a bitch.  I’m short-tempered today and I went to both great effort and great risk to not cut your head off and use it as a projectile.  You show all the gratitude of a spoiled child.  So here’s your life—and you’re welcome to it.  Do with it as you will, for I wash my hands of you and all responsibility.  Live well or in misery, die nobly or in agony, but no longer think you can trouble me with your woes.” 
 
    Hazir looked startled.  Osric looked stunned.  That may have been due to the wall, though. 
 
    “Wait, I—” 
 
    I shoved, slamming him back down on the stone bench with a clanking thud.  I walked away, ignoring him.  With a little luck, his stiff neck would loosen up.  Eventually. 
 
    Hazir walked with me to a bench in the shade.  We sat down together and he half-smiled. 
 
    “Osric seems uncommonly well,” he observed. 
 
    “He’ll be fine, if he takes my advice, which I doubt.”  I grumbled as I applied a cloth to my brow.  “He’s not my problem, now.  Tobar is.  How did Tobar convince him to risk his life?  I didn’t think I insulted him that badly.” 
 
    “Neither did I.  Osric is a headstrong and prideful man.  He works under Tobar’s tutelage, however, and may have misinterpreted a suggestion.” 
 
    “Under his tutelage?  He’s a trainee?” 
 
    “No—not exactly.  How do the First of your home make their way, in a monetary sense?” 
 
    “Investing.  Land, farms, mines, craftsmen—we own things and take a share when other people use it.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Look, if I own… let’s say I own a farm.  It’s mine.  Now, I can work the farm and raise a crop—don’t give me that look.  It’s an example.  If I work the farm, I harvest a crop, I sell the crop.  Fine.  On the other hand, if I get a farmer to raise a crop, he knows what he’s doing.  He raises a better crop and I ever could.  He sells it and makes more money than I would.  I take a share of the profits because it’s my land, my farmhouse, my barn, all that—he’s basically renting it from me.  He makes a profit, I make a profit, and we both make a living. 
 
    “Now, when I own three farms, I can’t work them.  But my renters can.  If I own a mine, I can dig ore, but not much.  If I have miners dig it out, they get a lot more of it, and I get a share of it.  See how this works?” 
 
    “It sounds like heresy,” he suggested, watching my eyes.  I don’t know what he was looking for, but he found puzzlement. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “You would be of the merchant class to do so, not the warriors.” 
 
    “Didn’t Devlin rent me her mine?” 
 
    “She was asking for a bribe,” he reminded me.  “To conduct commerce of that nature would be beneath her.  To rent a property would require the use of a member of the merchant caste.” 
 
    “Ah.  Yes, I see your point.  So, tell me more about how Tobar and Osric are making a living.” 
 
    “Tobar, as one of the First, has the right to teach the arts of the warrior.  Osric, being one of the First, may also do so.  Under Temple law, Osric may teach on his own, but the custom is for the council of nine to be the formal instructors.  In practice, and in this case, Tobar has one of the nine schools in Sarashda.  Osric and some others of the First—not on the council of nine—work to teach students there, as in the other schools.” 
 
    “Got it.  And you think there was a miscommunication?” 
 
    “If, as we suspect, Tobar is behind this challenge, it is possible Tobar had something else in mind when he spoke to Osric.  It would help explain why the council of nine did not insist on his death, but gave his life to you, instead.” 
 
    “Gave?” I echoed.  “Judging by their hesitation, those fatheads wouldn’t have agreed without your assistance.” 
 
    “And the insistence of others,” Hazir agreed.  “But it is still a defeat for Tobar.  Regardless of the order or misunderstanding behind this, he would not want one of his subordinates killed.  It would reflect badly on his school.” 
 
    “Doesn’t this already reflect badly?” 
 
    “Yes, but not as badly.  He will likely feel he has been more deeply slighted, now.” 
 
    I grunted a noncommittal.  I dislike being the target of someone’s misapplied vengeance.  To be fair, I dislike being the target of properly applied vengeance.  Hell, I dislike being a target. 
 
    We sat together and watched the lower-ranked warriors beat on each other for a while.  Several of them were quite good, too, if a bit sloppy.  I was reminded of fighter practice when I participated in the Society for Creative Anachronism.  Lots of good fighters, there, too, and a lot of them self-taught.  Which is most important?  Natural talent, determination, or a good teacher? 
 
    “Want to beat on each other with sticks?” I suggested. 
 
    “No.  I’ve seen your work.” 
 
    “Oh, come on.  Maces are heavy and slow.  I’m talking about swords.” 
 
    “It is not appropriate.  You are twenty-second.  I am only thirty-sixth.” 
 
    “So you’ll learn something.  Maybe I will, too.” 
 
    “Which reminds me.  Are you looking for students?  I was asked while you fought with Osric.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think I am.  But wouldn’t that violate custom?” 
 
    “If you take on private tutoring?  No.  You may teach an apprentice—or your son—without fear.  More than three, however… Opening a school would be against the custom.” 
 
    “Ah, I get it.  Still, no.  I’m just offering to practice with you, nothing more.” 
 
    “It would still be improper?” he half-asked.  “You are well above me in rank.” 
 
    “You’re not challenging me for a position, dammit.” 
 
    “Perhaps.  If you insist?” 
 
    “If it’ll help, I insist.  Come on.  You can’t sit back and let your armor do all the work.” 
 
    Hazir reluctantly followed me to the weapons rack.  I selected one of their sword-sticks to match the one Hazir took.  We found an open space and had at each other. 
 
    I thought I detected a pattern.  Hazir was a good technical fighter.  His footwork was precise, his attacks and parries picture-perfect, but his practical education was somewhat lacking, much like Osric.  From what I saw, there was a clear division between the heavily-armored, wealthy gentry of the fighting class, and the lighter-armored, lower-income members.  The wealthy were trained formally in a scientific fighting method.  The not-wealthy were schooled in Hard Knocks Academy.  Each method had its good points.  Hazir, for example, was fast and precise, but he didn’t adapt well to unexpected circumstances.  People in less fanciful armor were often lacking in some of the finer points, but they responded well to almost anything.  They weren’t limited by their training to only expect certain avenues of attack. 
 
    Out on a battlefield, no doubt the heavily-armored Firsts would acquit themselves well.  In a dark alley, on the other hand, I think I want some of the others on my side. 
 
    To illustrate:  Hazir was never body-checked before.  I swept both our wooden swords out of line, stepped forward and turned as I slammed into him, knocked him flat, then helped him up.  We practiced the maneuver, both to the right and the left, until he was hitting me hard enough to stagger me.  Hazir finally decided he’d had enough. 
 
    “Why is it you still stand?” he asked, working his shoulder after the last impact. 
 
    “I’ve been hit like this before.  While you’re practicing hitting someone to knock them down, I’ve already had practice at taking the hit.” 
 
    “Ah.  There is an art to this crude and brutal maneuver?” 
 
    “There is,” I told him.  He considered me, still standing, while he continued to rotate his shoulder.  From our relative sizes, he no doubt thought he outweighed me by twenty pound or more. 
 
    “I believe you.” 
 
    We moved to the benches again, in the shade.  I fetched my basket and we parceled out lunch.  Hazir sent his flunkies off for some fresh fruit, bread, and beer.  I sliced meat and cheese for the flatbread.  We ate in a companionable silence for a while. 
 
    “Al of Lucard?” 
 
    I looked up.  Galtos and Jolus stood at a respectful distance.  I beckoned them over, started wrapping meat and cheese in a flatbread. 
 
    “Hazir, these are Galtos and Jolus.  Jolus, Galtos, this is Hazir.” 
 
    “We are acquainted,” Hazir informed me. 
 
    “Just making sure.  What’s on your mind, gentlemen?”  I handed Jolus a makeshift burrito.  He accepted it with surprise. 
 
    “We couldn’t help noticing—” 
 
    “Everybody noticed,” Galtos interjected. 
 
    “—you were out on the sands.” 
 
    “Yes?” I prompted, handing another burrito to Galtos.  He nodded his thanks and tore into it. 
 
    “I know you are both of the First, but may I… that is, if we are not presuming too much…?” 
 
    “If all you want is to practice, I’m game.” 
 
    “You are?” Hazir asked, eyebrows climbing. 
 
    “We’re all warriors, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And the objective of all warriors is to be better warriors?” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, cautiously. 
 
    “Then maybe they can teach me something.” 
 
    “They are not of the First.” 
 
    “Who among the First is going to practice body-checking with you?” 
 
    “You make a strange point, but it still seems odd.” 
 
    “Is there a rule against it?” 
 
    “A rule?  No.  It simply is not done.” 
 
    “I’m an iconoclast.  Tell you what,” I said, turning to Galtos.  “You help Hazir work on knocking people down, and on not being knocked down.  I’ll work with Jolus.  Anything in particular you want to practice, Jolus?” 
 
    “Disarming.  Captives can be ransomed.  Bodies can only be looted.” 
 
    “A wise and practical man,” I observed.  “Let’s see how far we get before the fresh food comes back.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t start out so great, but I think it turned into a good day.  My shoulder hurt and my wrists were aching, but it still felt good to get into a fight or fifty without worrying about being killed.  I don’t even remember all the names of everyone who wanted to fight me.  It seemed as though everyone wanted to.  I didn’t exactly oblige.  Went ahead and pounded people—men and women alike—hard enough to convince them I knew what I was doing, then showed them what they did to let me do it. 
 
    It was a lot less effort than simply doing mock battle all day long.  I should get out more often, make more friends, and pretend to try to kill them. 
 
    This was my feeling as Bronze carried me back to the valley of the mine.  We followed the road to the valley, turned up and around on the switchback to the overlook where the mine entrance lay, and stopped dead. 
 
    My door was open. 
 
    While it’s true I don’t have a lock in the usual sense—no door-mounted, key-based system—the inside of the door has two wooden bolts, both of which slide into holes in the rock wall.  I bolt the door from the outside with my patented Psychic Vampire Powers™.  I figured it was good enough, since there was no mundane way to open it from the outside. 
 
    I was wrong.  There’s no way to open it from the outside if you want to keep the door.  On the other hand, with an axe and determination, it can be done. 
 
    Bronze took station facing but to one side of the door, smoke trailing from her nostrils, tail twitching and ready to lash.  Her mane stood up a trifle, shifting like hair underwater.  I stood on the other side and drew both swords. 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    I don’t hear anyone. 
 
    We’ll be cautious, just in case.  Prepare to flare. 
 
    On it. 
 
    Bronze applied one forehoof to the door and it flew open.  I thrust Firebrand around the edge and it pulsed with an eye-searing white glare.  I entered at an angle, getting out of the doorway itself, and looked for targets.  When nothing exploded, zapped, or screamed, Bronze craned her neck to one side and peeked in. 
 
    We needn’t have bothered with all the caution.  No one was there.  I did a quick check of the rest of the tunnels to be certain while Bronze guarded the entrance.  We took stock of the situation. 
 
    My power crystals, left charging in their lamp-brackets, were gone.  Someone chiseled out the crystals formerly mounted in the wall to power my escape gate, as well.  Whoever it was also helped themselves to my food supplies while they were robbing the place.  One of the divinity dynamos was wrecked, smashed on the floor and against a wall.  The other was still in place and running—possibly because they upset the first one, spinning at high speed, and it banged around violently?  Whatever the reason, they didn’t touch the second one.  On the other hand, they took my altar ego’s sigil.  They also took my wall-mounted mirror.  It wasn’t a fancy mirror, but it was a good one of glass and silver I’d already smoothed and refined, so it was a high-quality one.  About the only things of value they didn’t take were the loops of metal wire embedded in the rock—my escape gate and my grab gate. 
 
    As for the rest, it was tossed about, turned over, broken, and disarrayed.  If they were looking for money, they were disappointed.  I carry most of my cash.  Well, Bronze does.  If someone wants to dig it out of her pockets—the integrated saddlebag-boxes—they’re welcome to try, and good luck to them. 
 
    In retrospect, I know what I did wrong.  I paid my rent.  Someone noticed two big bars of gold, realized today was a warmeet day, and put two and two together. 
 
    I pushed the remains of the door closed and started a repair spell on it.  With the spell running, I played jigsaw-puzzle with the largest bits and they stuck together.  Wood is much easier to work with than rock!  I also spent some time and effort on a hefty electrical discharge spell.  The next person to hit my door much harder than knocking on it was going to feel the wrath of Tesla.  I also righted my banged-around dynamo and started a repair spell on it, too.  Osmium tends to crack instead of bend, so playing jigsaw-puzzle with it was required.  Once the pieces were at least precariously in place, I let the spell run on its own to meld the pieces into a true whole again. 
 
    With that done, I found a nice rock, sat on it, and pondered what to do next.  As I pondered, I realized my glowing ball of light was much brighter.  It didn’t illuminate the room, but it was bright enough I thought it should, if it was normal light. 
 
    Of course.  It’s not a normal light source.  It’s invisible to normal eyes.  I presume wizards can see the things, or at least detect them.  I simply didn’t notice it wasn’t visible in the normal mode of seeing.  There used to be a day when I had to switch back and forth.  Things change. 
 
    And my guest was brighter because, without the sigil connected to the divinity dynamos, they were putting out generalized energy, not tuned to my altar ego.  All that power was simply shining out into the world.  The little blue guy must have been sucking up all it could get ever since they swiped the sigil.  It was looking pretty solid, in fact, and, in comparison, about as bright as a sixty-watt bulb. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you saw the whole thing?” I asked.  It didn’t answer.  I didn’t expect it to.  I tried thinking at it on the theory it might be powerful enough now to communicate, or at least perceive, psychically.  There was no response I could sense. 
 
    Right.  So.  First order of business: Find the thief or thieves and do something horrible to them.  No, wait.  First, prepare to do something horrible to them.  Then go find them. 
 
    If we hurried, I could run an errand in the city and be back again before sunset.  And Bronze knows how to hurry. 
 
      
 
    I retired to my bathroom, waited until the itching, tingling, stinging sensations stopped, and finished my cleanup routine. 
 
    First order of business, spells.  My new mirror isn’t as good as the old one, but it’s large enough to feel useful.  I put a spell on it to start smoothing it out, making the blurry and distorted areas clearer.  Next up, a couple of small crystals prepared as power crystals.  They’re charging. 
 
    So, with those in progress, what’s the first thing to look for with my Ring of Spying?  My sigil.  I want my altar ego back.  The gate in my ring sought for the sigil and failed to find it.  Was it shielded, somehow?  Perhaps it was hidden behind magical barriers, but I’m not sure how that would work.  A gate is an extradimensional probe, not subject to the usual perimeter problems.  It reaches around barriers instead of trying to go through them. 
 
    All right, how about something else?  Whoever it was stole several power crystals.  Let’s see if we can find one of those.  Nope.  No such luck.  Well, how about my mirror?  No joy on that, either.  I started to feel more than a little frustrated. 
 
    Finally, in desperation, I took a shot in the dark at finding a missing slab of bacon.  Well, half-slab.  I worked partway through it during one meal.  And, lo and behold, I got a lock.  I threw my scrying spell to the other end of the gate and looked around. 
 
    It was inside a bag, along with half a loaf of bread and a head of cheese. 
 
    I can move the scrying sensor a little way from the gate without losing much focus.  What’s outside the bag?  It sits on a rickety collection of lumber I have to call a table.  Around it is a dark little room with a single candle, one wakeful man, and two sleeping figures.  Let’s memorize the face of the man.  I may need to recognize him.  What else is there to see?  All three are dressed in good cloth, well-made and sturdy.  Workmanlike clothes, suitable for most middle-class occupations—craftsmen, possibly.  Their lodgings do not fit with their clothes, however.  The room has one window and it’s boarded up.  The ceiling is the underside of the roof.  I can see the poles and thatch.  The furniture is almost nonexistent, reminding me of my own little lair, here in a disused mine.  The sleepers lie on pallets on a dirt floor.  The other sits on a large piece of firewood.  There is no fire in the clay-and-fieldstone hearth.  They have no cooking gear in sight, aside from what they’ve stolen from me.  I presume this is their lair. 
 
    The wakeful man is thumbing through coins—Sarashdan coins—counting them.  Most of it is gold and gleams prettily in the candlelight.  I suspect he has already sold the sigil, the crystals, and the mirror to someone who values privacy. 
 
    I uncoil a tendril of invisible darkness, reaching through the tiny gate in my ring.  It slithers through and across to touch one of the sleepers.  I taste his spirit, just enough to know it, just enough to recognize it sufficiently for my spells.  The second sleeper is equally unaware of my touch.  Finally, the wakeful man.  He pauses in his counting as a chill touches him.  He shivers.  He yawns, more tired than he realized.  I withdraw my tendril and close my gate. 
 
    For the next hour, I am busy.  The trifle of energies stolen are now placed in large nails and told to find their way home.  I hang them from strings and each one points the same direction, back toward Sarashda. 
 
    I gather them in one hand, lock the door behind us, activate the door’s new electrifrying spell, and we are gone. 
 
      
 
    My journey took me to, through, and well beyond the city.  It was merely in my path.  Out in the countryside again, I did a little triangulation, got a rough idea of how far we had to go, and took new sightings once we did. 
 
    The house was probably a farmer’s house, once.  It was farther than I thought, beyond even the nominal borders of the farmland around the city, well north of the coast.  The land around it was brush and scattered, new-growth timber.  I’d say it was more hovel than home.  I’ve lived in worse, but seldom for long.  To put it in perspective, the place wasn’t ornamented beyond the designs carved into its structure. 
 
    Inside, two men slept.  The third, still wakeful, was probably going to stay that way.  Someone on watch.  Why?  What were they worried about? 
 
    You. 
 
    Me? 
 
    Well, sort of you.  They’ve been told they’ve stolen magical stuff.  They expect “your wizard” to be plenty upset, so they’re making as much distance as they can with their money. 
 
    They haven’t gone far enough. 
 
    They don’t know about you.  They think you have a wizard working for you.  It’s why they’re out here in the sticks, hiding out for the night before they hit the road again in the morning. 
 
    What about my stuff? 
 
    He’s not thinking about that, Firebrand pointed out.  He’s concerned more about whether or not they’re going to be found. 
 
    Got it.  I’ll have to question them. 
 
    So I kicked in the door, punched the sentry, and backhanded the sleepers as they woke and sat up.  A bit later, with the biggest of them hanging against a wall by his ankles, legs spread wide, I scooted a piece of firewood over.  I laid Firebrand on the so-called table and drew my saber.  The other two—one with a splinted finger from a previous injury—were seated beside me, facing the big guy.  I tied their hands and feet around upright pieces of firewood, as though they were each clinging to a short pole.  One squirmed too much, trying to say something through his gag.  I hit his splinted finger, causing a high-pitched keening noise.  He stopped struggling.  I gave them both a harsh look before turning my attention to the big guy.  I poked him lightly under the chin. 
 
    “Okay, look.  You stole my stuff.  I want it back.  I’ve been down this road before and I have no patience for it.  Tell me where it is, right now, no arguments, no screwing around, and you will all walk out of here.  Be a good example.  Trouble me in any way and you’ll be a horrible warning.  I’m a believer in free will, so make your choice.” 
 
    The big guy replied in a fashion not fit for the ears of ladies or children.  Additionally, he informed me my mother was a serpent with peculiar mating habits.  It didn’t seem likely, so I disregarded it. 
 
    “Horrible warning it is,” I agreed, cheerfully, and split him from crotch to crown.  The two ropes holding his ankles, no longer held in place by a single body, allowed the halves to schlork! apart and innards to splat! on the floor. 
 
    I turned to the other two.  They didn’t look at me.  They were busy looking at the still-swinging halves behind me.  I waited while the blood slithered out of the offal and disappeared up my boots.  They noticed this and it did not one damn thing to comfort them. 
 
    Maybe I was overreacting, but it felt good. 
 
    “Now, I’m going to ask questions and you’re going to answer them.” 
 
    They were remarkably cooperative.  Yes, they stole my stuff.  Yes, they sold my stuff.  There’s a shop in Sarashda.  It’s run by a half-dozen wizards.  They buy all the magic you can bring in and they sell it again.  No, they don’t make many items, but they buy and sell a lot.  Yes, it’s sort of a pawnshop for magical goods.  We can certainly show you where it is!  —or  we can tell you how to find it, yessir, you bet! 
 
    “Can either of you write?” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m going to untie your hands.  Write what I tell you to.” 
 
    “Yessir.” 
 
    “First.  Second.  Third.  Next.  Now the word, ‘thief’…  Good, good.  Thank you.” 
 
    “Does this mean we get to live?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    In retrospect, I definitely overreacted.  I can’t say I’m sorry, though.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 15th Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    I started some rock-shaping spells last night.  They aren’t the vitality-inducing things, just a variation on a repair spell.  I define an area, imprint the spell with the shape I want, and it slowly adjusts the material in question to match the shape.  It’s slower, but it’s also much more precise. 
 
    The road to my mine ended at what was once a mining village.  The remains of a smelter and other stone structures still littered the area.  A secondary road, the mine road, went up along the side of the mountain to a large, level area in front of the mine entrance.  The whole of the mine road was carved out, while the area in front was partly natural, partly cut away.  It served as a good front porch.  Originally, this overlook area had some sort of wooden structure—a ramp or chute, probably—for dumping loads of ore down to the village.  Mounting points and the remains of posts still marked the route down to the smelter yard. 
 
    Along the mine road, however, I now have three bloodless corpses in various stages of dismemberment nailed up in niches in the rock wall.  As one comes up the road, the legend above each reads, in order, “First Thief,” “Second Thief,” and “Third Thief.” 
 
    There’s an empty spot for another body.  Above, it says, “Next Thief,” and there are a dozen large nails sitting in a hole in the wall.  The back of the empty niche is highly polished and glossy—a rudimentary mirror. 
 
    If everyone was allowed to display the corpses of would-be thieves outside their homes, would it cut down on crime?  I wonder.  I guess I’ll find out if it works here, at any rate. 
 
    Of course, I’m also a thief, so I’m aware of my own hypocrisy.  I routinely steal money, valuables, even blood and souls.  Nobody’s giving them to me voluntarily.  Is there a difference?  Is it materially different from smashing in a door and swiping everything in reach?  It’s still stealing.  I’m still a thief. 
 
    It’s kind of like being a murderer.  True, I try to murder only those people who try to kill me, but I also go out looking for people willing to try and kill me.  It’s not exactly fair. 
 
    I don’t have moral answers.  I’m fuzzy even on the ethical ones.  Either I’m complicated or a hypocrite or both.  I guess I’ll go on being a monster. 
 
    Bronze carried me into Sarashda.  We found the shop last night—closed and heavily warded—so we didn’t have any trouble finding it in the morning.  I walked in the front door and a series of bells rang softly, one by one, all around the shop.  It was dissonant, but it was much more stylish than hanging a bell on the doorframe. 
 
    The man behind the counter looked up in alarm, his eyes going wide, a monocle dropping from one to swing on its ribbon. 
 
    “Good morning,” I began.  He turned and fled through the curtain into the back. 
 
    Well, that’s unusual. 
 
    No kidding, Firebrand agreed.  They usually don’t try to flee until it’s too late. 
 
    Oh, ha, ha, ha. 
 
    I looked around the front of the shop for a few moments.  Nothing was on display, not really.  A number of objects were presumably for sale, but they were all locked inside their individual boxes.  My literacy is still not up to par, but I could puzzle out the descriptor cards.  There were a surprising number of potions.  Judging from the enchantments on the boxes, they were designed to be hostile to anyone who broke or otherwise opened one without the proper magical key.  They also did a fine job of blocking magical probes, presumably to prevent more direct magical thievery—say, from someone who could teleport the goods directly.  The shielding effect looked odd to me, but I didn’t have time to examine one in any detail. 
 
    I wondered why there wasn’t a general anti-scrying spell on the whole shop.  It turns out they have quite a few detection spells in place.  Presumably, an anti-detection spell would interfere with their alarm system. 
 
    The wizard came back with four friends, all wizards.  The local wizards tend to wear belts and crossed bandoliers of pouches, presumably for what I call “messy bits.”  It tells me a lot about their spell creation. 
 
    “What do you want?” demanded one.  He wore a beard, cut and groomed into a point.  His hair was black and shot with silver.  His expression was suspicious.  I noticed they each had a wand in hand and I didn’t like the look of the energies involved.  The wands in question were single-purpose things, enchanted with individual, destructive spells.  I’m not sure what they did, exactly, but a sizable quantity of energy was involved in each. 
 
    “I want to buy something,” I said, cautiously, and making no sudden movements. 
 
    “You—Did you say you want to buy something?” 
 
    “Yes.  I’m reaching for the sack of gold at my belt.  All right?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” the leader told me, while everyone pointed wands at me even harder.  Mixed signals. 
 
    I unfastened the pouch and opened it, pulling out a fistful of coins.  It was the same money paid to the thieves when they sold all my stuff, but I only needed one irreplaceable item.  I let the coins clink back into the sack and moved forward, slowly, to place the sack on the counter.  Nobody relaxed, as such, but the tension in the room eased up a notch. 
 
    “What do you want?” asked the leader, again, this time like a businessman. 
 
    “My wizard was robbed yesterday,” I began, “and the thieves sold his goods.  I’ve dealt with the thieves, but now I’m dealing with honest businessmen.  You bought the items in good faith and paid honest money for them.  I only want one item, but I have all—or most—of the money you paid for the lot.  Now that you know they were stolen goods, I’m hoping this is enough.” 
 
    “And the one thing is…?” 
 
    “It’s a round thing, made mostly of wire, quite intricate, and containing a major crystal and a couple of smaller ones.  The rest of the stuff is replaceable, but the thing—my wizard calls it a sigil—is an heirloom of my house.  May I please buy it back?” 
 
    “Do you know what it does?” 
 
    “Not a clue.” 
 
    He licked his lips and his eyes flicked across his partners.  They didn’t look happy, either.  I gently tipped the sack to one side and spilled some rectangular coins on the countertop, drawing their attention again. 
 
    “Is this enough to buy back my stolen property?  I don’t want to have to…” I trailed off for a moment, paused, and added, “…go to the Hall of Ruling.” 
 
    “Nobody wants that,” he agreed, hesitantly.  Whatever he expected me to say, that wasn’t it.  “If it’s so important to you, yes, you can have it.  But understand we got it in less than perfect condition.  They—the thieves, I mean—saw a gem inside and tried to get it out.” 
 
    He’s lying, Boss.  I don’t know what actually happened, but I can tell he’s lying. 
 
    I caught that.  If it’s damaged, it’s damaged, and who did it is immaterial.  It’s a question of how damaged—and can I fix it! 
 
    “I understand completely.  Professional wizards such as yourselves would never risk the enchantment’s integrity.  I know that.  But if some idiot sees a bit of sparkle and takes a hammer to it, well, what can you do?” 
 
    “Yes.  Exactly.  Exactly.” 
 
    “So, is this sack of money, paid to thieves for stolen goods, enough to buy back my now damaged heirloom?” 
 
    “I’ll just go fetch it.” 
 
    “We will go fetch it,” corrected one of his partners, a tall, thin woman with a heavy leather pad on one shoulder.  It looked like a perch for some pet, but it wasn’t in evidence.  All six of them backed out through the curtain.  Nice sound-blocking spell on the curtain, I noticed.  I couldn’t hear anything in the next room. 
 
    Any idea what they’re so nervous about? 
 
    Not really.  Wizards are tough to read to begin with.  It’s impossible when they’re doing the things they do.  Besides, these jokers each have something acting as a block.  It’s not perfect, though.  I get impressions, but not thoughts.  It’s like looking through a frosted window.  Shadows, movement, some colors and shapes. 
 
    Okay, so, what are your impressions? 
 
    They’re consulting with someone in authority.  Authority over them, I think, rather than some joker at the Hall of Ruling.  I’d say you scare them.  I don’t know why. 
 
    Would any warrior in a wizard shop cause it? 
 
    How would I know? Firebrand replied.  I wouldn’t think so.  Warriors want to buy stuff as much as the next guy, don’t they?  How else do they get their tin suits enchanted? 
 
    Hmm.  Maybe it’s the black armor.  I still haven’t got a tabard to go over it. 
 
    Could be, Boss. 
 
    Or it could be you.  Even for an enchanted item, you stand out. 
 
    True.  I am impressive. 
 
    I walked around a little, as though inspecting more of the cases.  I paid more attention to the bells, however.  They were all tied into the door, of course, as befits a customer-alert system, but the spells were more complex than a simple ring-when-enter condition.  A quick look told me they were part of the various detection magics in the shop.  Each reacted to different things, ringing if they detected certain qualities or criteria.  I didn’t have time to analyze what those criteria were, though.  The five came trooping out again, carefully, still holding wands. 
 
    A sixth wizard came with them, this time.  At first glance, he appeared to be a young man, maybe in his mid-twenties, but he was clearly not in the best of health.  His hair was badly thinned, reminding me of radiation victims I have known.  His skin was loose and sagging.  He wore heavy robes and gloves, but I smelled the blood from open sores.  He wore a wand at his belt, but didn’t draw it.  Instead, he peered at me through narrowed eyes, studying me. 
 
    The pointy-bearded wizard also carried a case.  He put it down and put a pentagonal crystal on top of it—the key. 
 
    “Here.  Take it and go.” 
 
    Since they were still edgy and obviously armed, I moved slowly, took the case, and went. 
 
    Outside, I climbed Mount Bronze and seated myself.  With the box in front of me, I examined it and the key.  Using it was fairly obvious to anyone with magical sensitivity.  I put the pentagonal crystal in the recessed spot on the lid and the spell disarmed.  I opened the box. 
 
    The gems—one large, two small—and a collection of snipped wires met my inquiring look.  The sphere was cut through, divided neatly into hemispheres.  The eye-tricking geometry no longer worked.  Then again, the crystals were all larger than I expected and the sheer amount of material didn’t look as though it would fit inside the sphere.  I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. 
 
    Somehow, I doubted a repair spell was going to fix this.  It can fix things with three mundane spatial dimensions, but it’s not so good with trans-dimensional engineering and enchantments. 
 
    I closed the case and slipped it into one of the Bronze’s saddleboxes.  We made a couple of stops on the way out of town, mostly for food, camping gear, and for new, unenchanted crystals. 
 
    I went through the motions on autopilot, more concerned about what I was going to find when I looked into the gems. 
 
      
 
    Along about sunset, I was sitting on the mine road, considering the mortal remains of three thieves.  I already ate them, so summoning their spirits back to chew them out was out of the question.  As for the wizards in the magical pawnshop, I don’t know for certain they opened up the sigil.  A thief with an enchanted knife could have opened it up like an avocado.  Then again, a wizard could have been probing around in it to see what it was and broken an osmium wire.  It’s a brittle metal, after all, and some of them were quite fine.  Break the object, break the enchantment, and suddenly the multidimensional object explodes.  Could happen that way. 
 
    It’s a terrible thing, not knowing who to blame. 
 
    When we came back to the mine, I put my stuff down, locked the door, and frowned at the collection of bright things in the front room.  My original visitor looked rather solid and glowed like a full-on light bulb.  Now we had more visitors, a whole constellation of them, ranging through most of the color spectrum. 
 
    I’m willing to adopt a hungry kitten—assuming a kitten would have anything to do with me.  Make it a puppy.—but I don’t intend to adopt an entire litter of the things.  Moreover, my pet glowing thing kept moving, bumping aside the others as they crowded around the divinity dynamo.  Clearly, everyone wanted some of the free food. 
 
    I’m interested in the life cycle of a glowing ball of light.  I drew an ellipse on the floor and charged it as a containment diagram.  It was trickier than a standard containment diagram in that it had to allow magical energy in to power the dynamos, but still contain the forces produced.  I borrowed some of the wiring from an Ascension Sphere for it, as well as my angelic containment diagram.  Once I completed it, I relocated my dynamos from the table to the focal points.  Since my repair spell had the broken dynamo in working order again, I charged it, started it spinning, and let them both run inside the ellipse. 
 
    None of the bright things liked this at all.  They crowded the diagram for a bit, but lost interest and floated away through the walls.  One floated toward me, went cleanly through my midsection, and departed.  I was unharmed, aside from the macho eek sound a little damage to what I might call my dignity.  I didn’t feel a thing. 
 
    Immaterial beings can be nerve-wracking. 
 
    The original sphere of light, however, continued to shine brightly while waiting.  Patience.  I like it.  I wish I had more of it. 
 
    When the rest were gone, I built an airlock-type arrangement out of a lesser conjuring circle.  Connected to the ellipse, it would allow my shining guest to enter or exit.  I gently guided my guest into the lesser circle, closed it to the outside, opened it to the inside.  It—He?  She?—drifted in, wandered along the inner perimeter of the ellipse, and returned to the lesser circle.  I reversed the process to let it out.  It floated out, paused, and went into the lesser circle again. 
 
    For several seconds, I waited.  It didn’t do anything.  I cycled the circle again to let it in, then cycled it again, quickly, before the ball could float in.  I repeated the process twice more, then waited.  Little licks of light appeared on its surface, reminding me of solar prominences in teeny-tiny scale.  Clearly, it was trying to operate the circle. 
 
    I gave it a hand, gently guiding it through the simple process.  It seemed happy with the result and went into the ellipse. 
 
    Well, if it wants out, it knows how… in theory.  If not, it’ll have to wait until I help it. 
 
    It floated around inside the ellipse, trailing tiny little tendrils along the inner edge like a radioactive angora sweater.  It also examined the dynamos in similar fashion.  It stayed on the floor, though, not exploring the upper arc of the ellipse or the tops of the dynamos.  It clearly didn’t pay any attention to gravity, so why did it stay at floor level?  Mystery after mystery.  Maybe I need a naturalist.  Or an occultist. 
 
    With him—it, her, whatever—sorted out, I turned my attention to the busted sigil.  The key point to my whole divinity dynamo setup was to route power to my altar ego, presumably still inside the sigil.  I probed the gems with all the nicety and finesse I could muster.  While his signature was still there, it was a fingerprint, an imprint, not the full, executable copy he originally placed inside.  I think—I don’t know, but I think—the multidimensional container and wiring were involved in that, somehow.  The gems are obviously tuned to him, but whatever it was that made him more than a snapshot of himself is gone. 
 
    On the plus side, I didn’t throw a temper tantrum.  Go me. 
 
    Next on my list of things to check was all of the energy planes. 
 
    The theory runs like this.  If an entity makes an impression on the energy planes, it exists.  The pattern can degrade, I’m sure, resulting in the death of the entity, but if it’s fed—whether through a gem with a spiritual imprint or through direct psychic transfer from worshippers—it grows in strength.  So, even if my altar ego isn’t in the busted sigil, he may still exist in the energy planes.  If he’s strong enough, he may be doing whatever the equivalent of foraging for food is.  If he’s not… well, he’s got no worshippers, so he’s kind of doomed.  This current copy, anyway.  The rest of him is fine.  Will be fine.  Won’t be affected. 
 
    If I can find him, though, I can summon him.  I summoned an angel, once.  I know the spells.  I should be able to rip the soul out of some poor sucker and stuff my altar ego into the still-living body, at least temporarily.  If I can manage it, then we can feed him food and let him grow directly on the vitality of a living body.  While he gets stronger, I can build more dynamos and get them ready for his ascension from his temporary sojourn into mortality. 
 
    If I can find him. 
 
    Such was my thinking as I set up my mirror and my Ring of Spying.  The ring’s gate had a perfect identifier in the central gem of the former sigil, so I didn’t anticipate any false hits.  And, sure enough, there were no false hits.  I sent my micro-gate seeking through the local energy planes, looking for him.  No soap.  Wherever he is, whatever became of him, he’s beyond my reach. 
 
    Why not?  I can think of more than one reason.  He might be adapting to the local energy plane in ways that make him different enough to not register.  Unlikely, but possible.  He might be too weak—his signal might be at too low an amplitude to detect.  Metaphorically, he isn’t loud enough for my form of radio to pick up.  This method is an improvisation, not a well-researched, dedicated spell specific to the purpose.  Or, of course, he might simply be dead and gone. 
 
    This displeases me in strange ways. 
 
    I’ve lost so many things.  Oh, technically they’re still to come, not lost… provided I play my destined part like a good little cog and don’t complain.  But they’re not here, not now.  Tymara… Tianna… Amber.  The Big Three.  The Fabulous Four.  Tort!  Tamara, Lissette, Mary… Beltar, Dantos, Kelvin… Raeth and Bouger.  Even my pet rock.  They’re all in the future, a possible future, and one I either have to die to bring into being or have to avoid screwing up or have to force into being.  True, I might not have any choice about it, but the fact I can’t prove it one way or the other is enough to make me frightened on their behalf.  They may never be.  And, right now, they are not.  I can’t talk to them, can’t go visit.  So, to me, I’ve lost them. 
 
    Now I’ve lost someone strangely similar to me.  He’s… not me, but he’s like a twin brother, I guess.  I’ve suspected he was damaged, but I never wanted to think about him being dead.  Not all of him, of course; only the piece he sent with me.  Now he’s in limbo, like all the others, as a possibility, a reflection in the pool of the future, a dream of what may come to pass. 
 
    I feel lonely. 
 
    I sat there, regarding the corpses in the shade of the mountain, until the first faint prickle of sunset started.  I picked myself up and hurried into the mine. 
 
      
 
    All right, situation report.  I have my gates sorted out again.  My air cannon was largely untouched, aside from some minor knocking about and one broken support.  It’s set up again.  My new crystals are charged or charging, and I plan to buy more in Sarashda next time I go to town for supplies.  The mine is deep enough to hold many more crystals, but I thought I was proceeding at a good speed.  Apparently, I need to finish this as quickly as possible to reduce the chance of random idiots kicking down the door to my lair. 
 
    Aside from the sigil, everything is repaired and working.  Well, my temper is still a bit frayed, and possibly my soul, but I can’t cast a repair spell on either of them! 
 
    I did try a repair spell on the sigil.  It pulled itself together, at least.  There are no leftover bits of wire, and I can’t find any loose ends inside it.  But the eye-tricking spatial weirdness isn’t there.  It’s an intricate, spherical framework made of two kinds of wire, absolutely crammed inside—and that’s without the gems.  There wasn’t room.  Whatever made it a sigil is no longer there.  It’s like breaking an enchanted sword.  You can hammer the pieces back into a blade, but if you don’t understand the magic, all you get is a sharp piece of metal. 
 
    I’ve got a lot of internal anger and no one to vent it on.  Looks like I’m going to sit in the dark and eat my feelings, tonight. 
 
    Strangely enough, this might not be as bad an idea as it sounds.  Aside from grabbing some gold, maybe I should spend the night in my headspace, duking it out with some of my under-demons.  The little ones are still being shredded into dust by the Coping Mechanism, but maybe it’s time to find a larger demon and beat it to death. 
 
    Is my temper once of those under-demons?  Maybe.  If so, maybe using one to kill others is a good idea.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 16th Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    There’s a trick to dealing directly with under-demons.  Take them on one at a time and rest up in between.  It also helps if you have an empathic bond to an independent piece of your soul and a telepathic link to a vampire-filtered dragon-spirit who likes to kill things.  If you don’t have the last two, get a good therapist.  And never let your personal demons gang up on you. 
 
    The good news is I took a mental health night and am probably a more stable personality therefore.  The bad news is, “more stable” is not the same thing as “sane.”  It’s like pulling a bucket of water from the sea.  The sea is shallower—technically.  Judging from the ocean of insecurities, guilts, fears, angers, hatreds, and other psychological unpleasantness down there, I’m not going to finish anytime soon. 
 
    I wish I knew how fast these things came into being.  Then again, maybe it’s better if I don’t.  It could lead to despair. 
 
    Meanwhile, in the material realm, there’s a section of the mine where the floor slopes down into water.  There are other sections, of course, where shafts go straight down, too, complete with old braces and beams where pulleys once hauled up ore.  But the slope was what I wanted.  Fighting with the horrible things in my own mind leaves me feeling soiled, even stained, despite the fact—I hope!—I’m actually polishing up my soul, even if only a little bit.  Or is this like removing debris from a wound?  By killing my under-demons, am I cleaning out a wounded place so my soul can start to heal?  Or grow, if it never was too large to begin with.  Is my soul more like a wounded body, or a plant?  It’s hard to come up with a good metaphor when I can’t even define what a soul is. 
 
    I took a late-night bath in the water, scared the tiny fish, and felt somewhat better.  Then, of course, it was time for my sunrise shower.  Timing is not often my friend. 
 
    Come the morning, we went into Sarashda again.  I nodded at one or two warriors who nodded at me, presuming I’d at least seen them at the warmeet.  Several were familiar faces, probably people I fought with. 
 
    I spent a good portion of the morning finding rock shops.  I didn’t need gems, just crystals.  Most of the ornamentation and decoration around here runs more toward carvings and patterns, not bling, but they do still have a use for bright, glittery things.  Jewelry tends to have a single stone with designs in metal around it.  A floor is likely to have tiles.  But a wall?  Especially one where it can catch the light from a window and scatter it around the room?  Or backing some other light source?  Polished tiles are good there, true, but the more expensive arrays are often polished crystal, with the cut and color forming a mosaic.  The trick was finding someplace to supply such things.  It took some searching and some questioning—that’s how I know so much about the architecture of illumination—but we did find a supply. 
 
    With crystals in saddleboxes, we then found a place to eat.  I’ll eat my own cooking, since I’m immortal, but I prefer others’.  Sarashda has an extensive selection of eateries, ranging from a two-wheeled cart selling fruit to open-air cafes specializing in some sort of tea-with-calories, to places reminiscent of Bajah’s House of Ten Thousand Pleasures.  I selected an al fresco diner when I saw them serving food. 
 
    The lady serving wore not much at all and seemed entirely willing to run across town to fetch me anything I wanted.  As it was, she was busy enough simply bringing me food and drink.  She found it unusual, but not too strange.  Warriors are reputed to have voracious appetites, or so Firebrand told me. 
 
    I paid and offered a gratuity on the theory that showing gratitude in a monetary fashion is seldom an insult.  She accepted the gift with some sadness, I think.  I don’t understand their customs. 
 
    As I headed for Bronze, a nearby lady stopped leaning on a wall and approached.  She was tall, about five-ten, with black hair, deep brown eyes, and a strong, almost masculine jaw.  More handsome than pretty, I’d say, but I grew up in a sexist society and sometimes it shows.  She wore a suit of fine, steel scales, all colorfully enameled but many of them badly scratched.  The design of the small, colored scales was less abstract than most, but the scratches made it hard to make out.  A sword at an angle, overlaying a shield, probably.  Her weapons were a straight sword, a bit heavier than a saber and about as long, plus a buckler with a bladed rim. 
 
    She stopped three feet away from me and made a gesture.  One hand, palm down, started at center-of-mass, rotated toward her, up, and out toward me as though presenting a gift.  I’d seen it before at the warmeet, but it didn’t seem wise to admit ignorance.  Of course, now I was stuck with trying to remember the appropriate response… 
 
    Ah.  Right.  Simply return the gesture.  I did so. 
 
    “I am Leisel.” 
 
    “I am Al,” I replied, remembering the customs on introductions.  Hers was much more polite than Tobar’s. 
 
    “I saw you at the warmeet.” 
 
    “I seem to recall seeing you there, as well.  Forgive me if I don’t remember exactly.  There were a lot of new people to me.” 
 
    “I am pleased to be remembered at all.  I spoke with your friend, Hazir, about applying to be your student, but he did not know if you were taking students.  Your work with Osric was impressive.” 
 
    “Thank you.  I lost my temper a little.” 
 
    “He lives, which is more than he should expect.  Will you ride, or may I walk with you for a while?” 
 
    “Please.”  We walked together and Bronze followed us.  Leisel’s cloak was a thin, fine garment, designed more for catching the breeze and keeping off the sun than as a rain-proof blanket.  It also contained a minor cooling enchantment.  Not a temperature control enchantment, but a cooling one.  I took it to mean she never went anywhere particularly cold, but maybe she had another, heavier cloak with a warming spell.  Then again, her boots were well-worn and could use some professional attention, so I didn’t know how well-off she might be. 
 
    “May I speak with you?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re walking together.  This seems like a perfect opportunity.” 
 
    “There is word that you are wealthy and have been robbed.” 
 
    “It’s not a secret, but I’m surprised how quickly rumors get around.” 
 
    “Do you wish to hire a blade?  I am experienced as both a mercenary and as a caravan guard.” 
 
    I thought about it.  I can’t have Bronze guard the mine and still run back and forth to Sarashda.  I could leave Firebrand, but it would be more of a witness than a guard.  The spells I cast would handle most thieves, but a competent wizard could either dismantle them or discharge them, depending.  It would only take a trio of thieves to get in, if they were persistent, and one might even get out.  Leisel could solve some of these problems. 
 
    The drawback, of course, would be her mouth.  She would witness a lot of things probably best kept private.  Then again, I’m Orb-hunting.  Will I stick around afterward?  I might.  This might be a world worth establishing a lair in.  It could work as a place to examine the Earth timelines.  If I do decide to stay, Leisel could be a great source of information on the local culture. 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    Yo. 
 
    Can I trust her? 
 
    She really does want a job, Boss, if that’s what you’re asking.  The only other thing I’m picking up is about you, personally—no ulterior motives. 
 
    What do you mean, about me personally? 
 
    She thinks you’re handsome, skilled, and wealthy, in that order. 
 
    Two out of three isn’t bad. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    Nevermind.  Thank you for the evaluation. 
 
    No problem, Boss. 
 
    “May I ask where you heard these things?” 
 
    “I have spoken with your friends among the warriors, as well as with those whose tongues wag at both ends.” 
 
    “I have friends among the warriors?  I think you mean, ‘friend.’  Singular.” 
 
    “If you mean Hazir, then yes, I spoke with him.  I have also traded words with Osric.” 
 
    “He’s not my friend.” 
 
    “He lives because you claimed his life and challenged any to come take it.  He was your slave, however briefly.  Yet you gave it back to him, all unasked.  He speaks well of you.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned.” 
 
    “Won’t we all?” 
 
    “Good point.  I take it you’re between jobs just now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You know where I live?” 
 
    “I know you live in a mine, in the Razikian Range.  Mount Nalith, I believe.  I do not know exactly where.” 
 
    “It’s a bare, uncomfortable place.  I have no servants, because I value my privacy.  I will have to get you something to sleep on—that’s how barren my quarters are.  I will also need you to keep silent, utterly so, about anything and everything you see.  It will be boring, dull, and no fun whatsoever.” 
 
    “You have obviously never had to march in an army.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Lead one?  Yes.  March in one?  No.  I see your point.  But I’ll need your solemn word about keeping secrets.  If you blab to anyone, I’ll have to try and hunt you down and kill you.  It’s not a threat.  It’s a statement of how serious I am about nobody meddling in my affairs.” 
 
    We walked a dozen paces while she thought about it. 
 
    “Do I get paid extra to keep quiet?” she asked. 
 
    “Is your honor for sale?” I countered. 
 
    She took a sharp breath, nostrils flaring, but made no immediate reply.  Her left hand was on her swordhilt, but I wasn’t worried.  It was rigged for a cross-draw by her right.  It took her several seconds to relax. 
 
    “I…” she started, and swallowed.  She started again.  “Your… observation… is well-taken.  I apologize if I seemed…” 
 
    “Insulted.  You seemed insulted.” 
 
    “Yes.  Perhaps because there have been times when my honor has been… negotiable.” 
 
    “It’s tempting, when you get hungry enough,” I agreed.  “I’ve had times when I was so hungry, it didn’t matter who I killed.” 
 
    “Then you understand.” 
 
    “You have no idea how well I understand,” I told her.  She cocked her head and regarded me as we walked along. 
 
    “It was hard on you, wasn’t it?  Who you killed.” 
 
    “Some of them.  But it is not a story I’ll tell today.  Maybe not ever.  Back to you.  Can you give me your word and keep it?  On this matter?” 
 
    She didn’t answer immediately.  I liked that.  A snap answer either means the answer is obvious, or it’s one you haven’t thought about.  I prefer a considered response.  It gives better odds than fifty-fifty. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Well, thought I, this should be interesting. 
 
    “What do you usually get paid for guard duty?” 
 
    “One silver a day, plus.” 
 
    “Plus?” 
 
    “Food, a place to sleep, the usual.” 
 
    “Ah.  Well, let’s find a shop selling bedding.  Do you have a horse?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It’s a long walk.  We’ll get you a horse.” 
 
    “I’d rather have money.” 
 
    “I’ll get a spare horse and let you use it.” 
 
    “You’re buying a horse just so I can ride?” 
 
    “It’s a long walk to the mine.  Besides, I’ll give it to you as a bonus if we part on good terms.” 
 
    She didn’t know what to say.  She accepted one of the rectangular gold coins as an advance on her wages and half a dozen more as funds for gear.  She went off to shop for bedding and the like. 
 
    I went shopping for a horse.  Which is to say, I looked over horses and Bronze picked the one she liked.  He was a lively gelding, deep-chested, probably with some draft animal in his ancestry.  He looked strong enough to carry me, at least for a while.  The same establishment also sold the appropriate tackle for horseback riding.  In this place, they used a bit and bridle, but the saddle was unfamiliar to me.  It didn’t have a saddlehorn at all.  It reminded me of some motorcycle seats.  I went ahead and bought the whole horse-care package—tools for hoof maintenance, a brush, horse blanket, the works, regretting all the while my rash promise.  I’d forgotten how much maintenance goes into a flesh-and-blood horse. 
 
    Leisel met me at the gate and lashed her belongings on the framework behind the saddle.  She mounted up without difficulty.  She might not own a horse, but she’s ridden them a lot.  This surprised me until I recalled she mentioned caravan duty.  A scout ahead?  Or a guard behind?  Or simply riding along with the wagons?  I didn’t ask, since it didn’t matter. 
 
    The trip out was somewhat longer than usual.  We pushed her horse fairly hard, though.  Bronze and I wanted to see what he could do.  Once we were outside the walls of Sarashda, we picked up the pace and reached the mine in a little over an hour.  Bronze was right.  He was a good horse.  He was also a bit of trouble.  Bronze can come into the mine and stand around for hours, even days, without needing food, water, or a shovel.  I’m unwilling to have a mortal horse in the same situation. 
 
    With a little work, one of the ruined buildings could function as a horse shelter.  He could roam all over, grazing to supplement the grains we’d bring in to feed him.  Bronze assured me he wouldn’t wander off and I believed her implicitly. 
 
    Leisel seemed less sure, but accepted my statement.  It’s my horse, after all.  He was in a hot lather from the hard pace, but by no means exhausted.  I helped water him.  She groomed the horse while I did some preliminary fixing on the makeshift barn. 
 
    Walking up the mine road, she took note of the warning signs. 
 
    “Thieves?” 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    “Good.  The reflection in the empty spot is a nice touch.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I checked the door.  Nobody bothered it while I was out.  I consulted my alarm spells and found no record of anyone even coming up the mine road, much less fiddling with the door. 
 
    I’ll have to reset the spells, either with a password or a key.  On the other hand, since she might be here a while, I can probably attune the spells to recognize her.  It’s more complicated, but probably the safest course.  I wouldn’t want her to pull a “Klaatu, Barada… Necktie?  Nectar?  Nickel?  Noodle?”  The result wouldn’t be as awful, but it would be bad enough for her. 
 
    “You weren’t understating the barren nature of your quarters,” she observed, putting down her share of the gear and taking a turn around the cavern.  “Anything down the tunnel?” she asked, as I started laying out more cooking utensils. 
 
    “Aside from a long piece of pipe?  No.  More tunnels and a lot of water.  Let me show you around.  Bathroom area in here.  Side tunnels.  Pit with water at the bottom, so don’t fall in.  Bathing area if you prefer a bath, but there are fish.  Note the lamp brackets.  They’ll be important later.” 
 
    “It seems straightforward.  Can anyone get in through there?”  She nodded on down the tunnel before we turned back. 
 
    “Not that I know of.  Oh, someone can probably turn to mist and flow in, or breathe water and sneak through the undershafts, but if they’re going to so much effort, they deserve to get in and die a gruesome, bloody death.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Oh, and this is currently my pet ball of light.” 
 
    “Your what?” 
 
    “You can’t see it?  Right.  Sorry.  This ellipse on the floor is a magical containment diagram.  Hang on a second and I’ll see if I can get the ball to glow for you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.  Is your wizard out?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  Remember how you’re not telling anyone anything, no matter what?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I passed my hands over the ellipse, causing the containment field to twitch a little.  It acted like a lens for detecting magic.  The blue light was visible through the field.  It was slightly different, now.  It started as a pale homogenous blue, and had some vein-like lines of a darker shade, all radiating outward from the center like one of those plasma globes.  Now the lines divided and re-divided as they extended toward the surface, thinning into near-invisibility.  The colors of the veins were still predominantly blue, but the shades involved were much more varied than before.  The light-ball shone less brightly, now that the dynamos were wired up to my altar ego’s crystal again.  It parked itself contentedly between the two dynamos.  Leisel blinked at it for several seconds. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but it appears to be alive and perfectly happy to sit right there.  I’m perfectly happy to let it while I try to figure out what it is.” 
 
    “I’ll bear it in mind.  It’s not… dangerous?” 
 
    “It floated right through me, once, and I’ve touched it several times.  I’ve yet to see any sign of capacity or inclination to harm.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    “For now, make yourself at home.  I have to get some work done.” 
 
    “A few questions, first?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “What’s the big tube for?” 
 
    “A project I’m working on.  You’ll get to see.” 
 
    “All right.  And what are we eating?” 
 
    “Depends.  Can you cook? —and I’m not asking because you’re a woman.  I’m asking because I’m a terrible cook.”  
 
    “Officially?  No.  I can cook over a campfire, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “I’m about that level of skill, myself.  Well, we have fresh bread, some fruit, some vegetables, a fair amount of meat, and two kinds of cheese.  Lay your stuff where you want it and see what you can do for a meal.  I’ll be busy for a few hours.” 
 
    “I can do that.  No servants?” 
 
    “No servants I can trust to keep a secret, you mean?” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    It was a long day of tweaking crystals into more regular matrices, eliminating contaminants, and enchanting them into power storage units.  Of course, once they were ready to be charged, I had to take them down the tunnel, find an old bracket to put them in, and cast another set of both power-fan and concentrator spells.  This required me to cast my scryguard spells again, extending them down the tunnel as I used more and more of it. 
 
    It was a busy day and, from a wizard-muscles standpoint, a hard one.  I shouldn’t complain.  Most Rethven wizards would be happy to call it a day after setting up one of my crystals.  There are perks to being a chaos-infested monster.  Or do I blame this on decades in an Ascension Sphere?  Or is this more from my brief sojourn as a demigod?  Or from rearranging my physical form to hold me again, afterward?  Maybe it was all the dragon ichor I swallowed.  Did fiddling with the power-points of Mary’s world, Nexus, have anything to do with it?  Or was there something else?  I’m losing track of all the things I’ve done, had done, or have been done to me. 
 
    If I’d stayed on Earth, the first time, and never gone to Rethven, where would I be?  What would I be?  What’s “average” for a vampire of my sort, my original sort, of Sasha’s sort?  Would I still be hiding from the Hand?  Or would they have gotten me by now? 
 
    By then, I mean.  Later on.  In the future. 
 
    I sat down on a comfortable projection of rock and leaned back.  Judging from the seat and the angle, I’d say a supervisor used to sit there, watching the laborers.  I won’t say it was comfortable, but it was a good place to sit. 
 
    Leisel didn’t say a word the whole time.  I felt her watching me, at least at first, but everything I did was invisible to the untrained eye.  Later, she went outside.  Bronze went out to stand on the porch and watch.  Leisel explored the road, the ruins of the mining village, and much of the hillside before she came back.  Bronze followed her in.  Leisel also gathered firewood, started a fire, and prepared a large snack. 
 
    If she’s going to cook, we’re going to have to talk about portion sizes. 
 
    As she put the food on the stone slabs I used for a worktable, I realized I needed chairs.  I also discovered she didn’t expect to eat with me.  I shoved a metal plate in her direction and nodded at it.  She came back to the table and we ate together, standing up. 
 
    “Al?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “May I inquire?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Eating.” 
 
    “I mean, what were you doing all day?  Staring at crystals?” 
 
    “There’s a good question.  I enchanted them to store magical energy.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Spells require magical power.  Sometimes, spells require more power than can be readily gathered.  While it is possible to spend more time in ritualistic spellcasting to gather the required power, I find it simplest to have crystals storing power in advance.  It works best in a high-magic environment, but they multiply my effective effort no matter where I am.” 
 
    “You sound like some sort of wizard.” 
 
    I gestured a small, white ball of light into existence.  Leisel dropped her fork. 
 
    “But you’re a warrior!” 
 
    “I multiclassed.” 
 
    “But—but—but how?  You can’t be!  You were born of the warriors, weren’t you?  Not born of the wizards?” 
 
    “Why can’t I do both?” 
 
    “Because you can’t!” 
 
    I sent my illumination spell up to the ceiling and let it stay there.  The light from the open door and my magic lanterns was enough, but it made a point. 
 
    “Suppose you tell me why I can’t.” 
 
    “Because we’re all given our place by the gods when we’re born.  I was born to a warrior.  My mother was a warrior and married a warrior.  It’s my place.” 
 
    “And if my father was a great warrior and married a woman who was a great wizard?” 
 
    “If you’re the firstborn, then you’d be a warrior, inheriting the higher rank.” 
 
    “And if my mother taught me to be a wizard while my father taught me to be a warrior?” 
 
    “But you can’t.” 
 
    “The hell I can’t,” I replied, annoyed at her insistence.   
 
    “It would upset the order of the world!” 
 
    “I’m sure the priests think so, but we’re not priests, are we?”  Leisel opened her mouth to say something, closed it, thought about it.  “Look,” I continued, “I swore you to secrecy about my affairs, did I not?  As long as no one ever finds out, the world is safe.  Right?” 
 
    “I… I suppose.” 
 
    “Fine.  I won’t say anything, so the only person who could let my secret out is you.  Was I right to trust you?” 
 
    “…yes.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m pleased.  Now, remember how I said the brackets would be important?” I deflected. 
 
    “No?  Wait, yes, I remember.” 
 
    “These crystals charge best when separated by some distance.  The brackets are where I put them.  Please leave them there.  I’ll be fetching them myself when I need them, and I have a system.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Now that we have the first horrible surprise out of the way and most of a day behind us, is there anything you want to say?  Anything you need?” 
 
    “Do you have a kettle?  Cooking in a pan or on a spit is all right, but I would like to make tea.  Do you have any tea?” 
 
    “I’ll get some on my next trip to town.” 
 
    “One more question.  Why does your horse get to stay up here while the other one stays down there?” 
 
    “Slap her.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Go over to her and slap her.  Hard.” 
 
    Leisel approached Bronze.  Bronze waited patiently.  Leisel slapped her shoulder and snatched her hand back.  She touched Bronze again, stroking her, puzzled. 
 
    “She feels strange.” 
 
    “Doesn’t she, though?  You two sort yourselves out.  I’m going to stand in a waterfall.  I’ve had a long day.” 
 
      
 
    As an aside, if you’re going to magically heat a small waterfall, don’t leave the spell running.  If it expires in the middle of your shower, the water goes instantly ice-cold again. 
 
      
 
    With sunset over and my cleaning regimen complete, I made sure my amulet’s disguise spells were engaged before I came out of the tunnel.  In the front cavern, I was presented with a strange sight.  Bronze was on her right foreleg in the equivalent of a one-handed handstand—for a horse.  She dropped down quietly, but with a perceptible shock through the floor.  A second later, there was a cracking kaboom!  At first, I thought it was something she did, but I heard the thunder again from outside.  It was about to rain. 
 
    Leisel turned to me, fascinated and amazed. 
 
    “She’s metal!” 
 
    “Yep.  People often don’t notice.” 
 
    “How does she move?” 
 
    “Very well, as you’ve seen.  She’s been quite accommodating to your requests, hasn’t she?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.  She’s very friendly, and she can do things no horse ever could.” 
 
    “You haven’t even scratched the surface.  Now I have more work to do.  Got your sleeping arrangements sorted out?” 
 
    “I’ve laid out my bedroll in one of the side tunnels.” 
 
    “Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    “Where do you sleep?” 
 
    “Probably the Cretaceous, but it hasn’t come to that, yet.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I apologize.  I’m being cryptic again.  It’s a hazard.  We’ll trip over the flaws in my character for a while.  For now, you get some rest.  I’ll make a run into the city tomorrow, weather permitting.  If so, you’ll be on your own for a while.” 
 
    “All right.”  She headed down the main tunnel. 
 
    I collected my first, best-charged power crystals.  I planned to grab several more components to my air cannon.  Fetching back the Orb and disposing of it is my project right now.  Given the troubles I’ve had, it’s my project and my priority.  Everything else can go hang for a bit.  This, at least, I am going to get done, get over with.  If I don’t, the goddam Orb will be a problem when I least expect it.  The damned thing is getting put away so I can focus on getting bigger things done! 
 
    Now, what do I want to grab next?  More manifold pipes, certainly. 
 
    Hmm.  There’s some rusty metal down in the ruins.  Maybe I can make suitable tongs, rather than open a gate specifically to fetch some.  I definitely need them. 
 
    Humming quietly to myself, I got busy.  If the rain lets up before I finish my gate work, it would be nice.  If not, I’ve been wet before.  I suppose I should also check on Leisel’s horse, just to be on the safe side.  And, dang it, I probably need to do more work on the ruin we’re using as a stable…


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 17th Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    I’ve made good progress.  I have tongs.  With Firebrand, a hammer, brute strength, and a couple of un-rusting spells, I’m a decent blacksmith. 
 
    Maybe I should actually study smithing, someday, instead of relying on whatever leftovers are buried in my meals.  I made time for kung-fu lessons, after all.  Then again, I had more than one motive for those.  I wanted to stop wasting my physical abilities in a fistfight.  It’s important to be able to choose to kill someone with your bare hands, but even more important to know how not to.  And, as a bonus, be able to do either one well.  Plus the mental discipline seemed a good idea. 
 
    What else should I study?  Everything, probably.  Come to that, I could probably profit from simply practicing things I digested.  I’m sure I’ve gulped down people who could throw things accurately—rocks, knives, spears, you name it.  I don’t throw things as accurately as I’d like, but with my strength, my fastball could get me a job in the major leagues and seriously injure catchers.  If I practice throwing things, will I get the hang of it supernaturally quickly?  I suspect so.  That’s how my spiritual digestion seems to work. 
 
    How many hundreds of other skills do I have buried inside, waiting to be given light and water—attention and practice—to grow? 
 
    At any rate, I have Orb-handling tongs.  I also have most of the requisite equipment for my air cannon, as well as a sabot.  It’s not quite what I wanted, since there isn’t much call for Orb-launching sabots, but it’s the right diameter and I plan to hollow it out today.  I have a nice, thick layer of conversion panels for use between the accretion disk and the gate, for safety, and they’re slowly replicating in this environment.  With a whole row of crystals charging, I should be able to grab enough air tanks tonight to complete the cannon.  Tomorrow night, one gate, one black hole, and one lever… 
 
    Assuming I can still find the Orb, of course.  It still bothers me the thing is in the belly of a Thing.  I don’t know its full powers or capabilities.  If it can find someone to psychically dominate, it may find a suitable sorcerer and start hiding again.  I may assemble all this equipment for naught. 
 
    It’s a good thing I don’t sleep.  Thoughts like these would keep me up at night. 
 
    In retrospect, I should probably have built the air cannon in a bunker in an alternate Cretaceous.  Maybe in a sealed cavern on the Moon.  Someplace to leave it for an indefinite period, so when or if—no, when!—I finally lay tongs on the Orb again, whenever that might be, I’m ready to pop over, seal it in a sabot, and chuck it into the garbage. 
 
    My alternative was grabbing it immediately and carting it around with me.  I’m not sure how that would go.  Disastrously, I’m thinking.  True, I’d have it on hand, but would I have escaped from the angel?  Would I be here, building a cannon?  Would it have been stolen again—or engineered its escape—and definitely be loose inside a universe?  My three thieves might still be in its thrall and running away with it!  Right now, my only real hope is it has a hard time steering creatures of the void and an even harder time getting inside a universe. 
 
    Which one of us is running faster?  Is time sprinting along for the Orb?  Or for me?  How does time work, for that matter, out in the void?  Is it fixed or flexible? 
 
    In the meantime, I did my morning cleanup routine.  I was most of the way through it when Leisel rounded the bend.  She stopped, bowed slightly, and backed away.  I finished when the sunrise did, snapped my fingers to dry off, and dressed quickly.  I didn’t bother with the full armor.  It’s only for venturing out, not for around-the-house wear. 
 
    “Your turn,” I called.  Leisel came around the bend again with a bundle of her things. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to intrude.” 
 
    “I’ll hang a curtain so we don’t walk in on each other.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” she replied. “I’m sure we’ve both seen it all before.  I thought you might be more modest.” 
 
    “I am, but I have a lot to be modest about.  Whatever works for you.” 
 
    “Then don’t bother with the curtain.  Keep your hands to yourself unless I ask and I’ll be content.” 
 
    “Seems fair.  Is the water warm enough?” 
 
    “It’ll do.  Why?” 
 
    “Would you prefer it warmer?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    I adjusted the spell at the lip of the waterfall, increasing the temperature.  Faint steam started to rise as the water fell.  I’m somewhat proud of the spell.  It scavenges heat from the waste water and redirects it into the falling water.  It still requires some energy input to make up for losses, but it’s a delightfully useful violation of thermodynamics.  I still don’t like it, but I’ve learned to appreciate it. 
 
    “Try that,” I suggested.  She put a hand in the water, testing it.  She nodded, lips pursed. 
 
    “I’ve been giving some thought to you.” 
 
    “I’m flattered.” 
 
    “No, I mean about you doing… things.” 
 
    “I’m doubly flattered.” 
 
    “Not like that!  I mean wizard things!” 
 
    “Oh.  I’m less flattered, but no less interested.  Do go on.” 
 
    “I think I’ve figured out why you can do wizard things.  You’re a returned soul.” 
 
    “A who the what now?” 
 
    “A returned soul,” she repeated, shucking out of her clothes.  “You died when you were a wizard and came back as a warrior, but you returned with your wizard stuff intact.  You weren’t cleansed of your past life and your soul refined before you returned.  So you earned a new life in a higher calling, but you kept your old life’s skills.” 
 
    “Huh,” I replied, brilliantly.  “So, what does this mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I’m not of the priest caste.  I do know there’s a legend about a man who was a returned soul, though.”  She stepped under the water and ran her hands over her face. 
 
    “I haven’t heard it.” 
 
    “He came back and founded the Kingdom of Sassarian—that was his name.  He worked miracles as only an enlightened, awakened soul, returned from the shores of death, might do.” 
 
    I felt a cold sensation and suppressed a shiver. 
 
    “Leisel.  Look at me.”  She met my eyes and I spoke softly, forcefully.  “You gave me your word.  You will say nothing about this.  Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good.  We’ll discuss this more some other time.  For now, I’ll be up front.  How do you take your eggs?” 
 
    “Uh?  Any way.” 
 
    “Scrambled it is.” 
 
    I left her to her morning routine and I prepared breakfast.  I was hungry and it was a subtle way of demonstrating my appetite.  She was startled at the amount of food, but more startled when I ate everything she didn’t. 
 
    “Are you always this hungry?” 
 
    “Only at mealtimes.  Can you think of anything you need from town?  I’ll do some shopping today.” 
 
    “Chairs?” 
 
    “Thank you for reminding me.  I’ll cut something for us to sit on.  Anything else?” 
 
    “Spices, if you don’t mind.  There isn’t much to be done with what we have here.” 
 
    “I can do that.  For reference, though, bear in mind I like my food bland.” 
 
    She looked at the remains of breakfast. 
 
    “This bland?” 
 
    “This is too exciting for my taste.” 
 
    “Eggs and cheese are exciting?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “How do you cope with water?” she joked. 
 
    “Not as well as you’d think.  Spice your food however you like, but leave me to my happy drabness.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” 
 
    I finished breakfast and went out to cut down a tree.  Four large sections of trunk became tall stools.  The rest turned into Firebrand’s bed of coals or Bronze’s snacks.  I brought in the wood and arranged them as seats.  Leisel was down in the former village tending to her horse—brushing it down, fetching water from a stream, whatever else one does with a horse.  This suited me perfectly.  I got busy with spells for the sabot. 
 
    The sabot in question was a thick, plastic sphere.  It divided down the middle and was filled with padded foam.  Putting it together involved four countersunk screws along the rim—I made a note to steal a powered screwdriver and some glue.  The sabot fit the pipe almost perfectly, but the interior wasn’t carved out for the Orb.  I had to guess at the dimensions, but the flexible nature of the foam padding made precision unnecessary. 
 
    The real work went into the spells on it.  I wanted the Orb to be blind, utterly and completely, while inside the sabot.  The longer I kept it in the dark, so to speak, the less time it would have to figure out a way to avoid the gruesome awfulness of what was to come.  Tricking it into thinking it was destined for a containment diagram might distract it from the truth, but only if it couldn’t sense anything.  Hence the spells.  My magic-draining spell went on it to reduce the level of power inside.  Outside that, I put a layer of anti-scrying magic, along with an inverted cloaking spell—a spell to hide the universe from inside the sphere, rather than the sphere from the universe.  Everything tied into the innermost spell, the reversed Ascension Sphere.  If it failed, the others would also fail, disintegrating and discharging any power they still had so as to deny the Orb their resources. 
 
    I laid a lot of magic on that plastic ball.  It would be a prison for the Orb, albeit a temporary one.  I wanted it to be as close to perfect as I could manage. 
 
    Leisel, meanwhile, took care of herself and the miscellaneous things.  She even had a properly-sized, suitably bland lunch ready.  We ate in silence for a while. 
 
    “May I ask you more questions?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I replied, around a mouthful of fried meat and melted cheese. 
 
    “May I know what you are doing?” 
 
    “There’s a… well, a demon.  It’s been my nemesis for a long time and has caused the people I love more trouble than I care to think about.  I’m preparing to summon it so I can imprison it and banish it.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    I chewed thoughtfully, considering my next words.  I had some basic familiarity with the locals and already established myself as an entity in their society.  I had money and contacts.  It was worth a try. 
 
    “After that—assuming I succeed—I plan to establish myself somewhere on a semi-permanent basis and do some research as a wizard.” 
 
    “I see.  For how long?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.  A year, ten years, a century—it depends on how the research goes.” 
 
    She didn’t have anything else to say. 
 
      
 
    As the sun sank in the west—which may be east, for all I know, but if it’s going down, I’m calling it “west”—I finished most of my spell work.  I sat back and stretched again.  It was another long day.  In addition to my Orb project, I fixed the defensive spells.  They recognized Leisel as an exception. 
 
    I didn’t like it.  By adding her as an exception, it added security flaws to the spell.  A competent wizard might figure out the identification subroutine and spin an additional subroutine for himself.  Still, you can only be so secure.  I think I might have an inkling of why the Empire used so many guards rather than relying too heavily on magic. 
 
    “We need oats,” Leisel told me, once I finished. 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “The horse is grazing below, but it needs more than grass.” 
 
    “Are we already out?” 
 
    “No, but tomorrow.” 
 
    “I was planning a shopping trip, but I distracted myself.  You keep an eye on the place tonight.  Bronze and I will run into town and pick up some.” 
 
    Bronze pointed out to me how keeping a flesh-and-blood horse requires considerably more effort.  Privately, I agreed.  We would fetch fodder, but the care and maintenance would stay mostly Leisel’s problem. 
 
    “It will wait until tomorrow,” Leisel added. 
 
    “Yes, but if you go into town, it’ll take hours.  Bronze is faster.  Oh!  Unless you need to go into Sarashda for other reasons?” 
 
    “No.  I just didn’t want you to make a special trip.” 
 
    “No bother.  Besides, there’s only so much space on Bronze’s back.  Excuse me.  I’m going to wash before I leave.” 
 
    After my sunset shower, Leisel offered to help me into my armor by simply picking up pieces and handing them to me. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked.  “It’s too light.  It doesn’t feel like metal.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know what your armor is made of?” 
 
    “It was a gift.” 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    “A powerful spirit.” 
 
    “If you don’t want to tell me, you don’t have to.” 
 
    “His name was Diogenes and he ruled over a kingdom three thousand miles across, with vassal states twice that distance from the border.  He was my friend, and he gave me this as a gift.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Not knowingly.  Rule twenty-seven.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yes, I was serious.  He made it for me.  I don’t have to know what it’s made of.” 
 
    “I think I’m sorry I asked.” 
 
    “Don’t be.  There’s… simply a lot of history behind me.”  And in front of me, I didn’t add. 
 
    “I gathered.  Any instructions while you’re gone?” 
 
    “If it doesn’t break down the door, it can sit on the porch and wait for me.  If it breaks down the door and survives, kill it if you can.  Other than that, use your judgment.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I like her.  So do Bronze and Firebrand. 
 
      
 
    Sunrise and sunset are the main time marks for an agrarian society, but a city doesn’t necessarily sleep.  With the abundance of magical lighting—at least, in the good districts—people and businesses are available much later than sunset.  I found a spice shop still open, laid down gold, and bought all the spices.  I mean, I bought the smallest jar of each spice available.  I don’t know what Leisel means by “spices,” but she should have enough variety to satisfy anyone.  They have a lot of spices around here.  The jars, along with some sacking, fit neatly in Bronze’s saddleboxes. 
 
    Then we were off to the feed store and stable. 
 
    Feeding horses is more complicated than letting them graze.  They need a lot of fiber to stay healthy, but they also need a lot of other nutrients.  Oats are ideal, but other grains, including barley, corn, and wheat, have their place.  I nodded politely as the gentleman in the stable expounded on his opinions of what to feed a horse.  Wheat chaff from the mill is a good start, but mix into it other grains, depending on how hard the horse is going to work.  Corn is for a day of hard labor, oats for a day of rest, barley if you plan to exercise it… 
 
    All good stuff, I’m sure, and I may need to know it, someday.  To be fair, I suppose I need to know it now—I do own a flesh-and-blood horse. 
 
    So, rather than get a sack of pre-mixed feed, I went with several sacks of straight grains.  Most of it was oats, of course, but I added a sack of corn and a sack of barley, just in case.  Leisel might need to run in to town on her horse.  We lashed the load onto Bronze despite the fact there wasn’t room for me.  She looked as though she had a burlap hot-air balloon packed on her.  Add hot air to inflate it and she would take off.  The store assistant, helping us load, scratched his head. 
 
    “I don’t see how she stands up under the load,” he admitted.  “There’s a lotta grain up there.  You sure you don’t wanta rent a cart?” 
 
    “It would be another round trip to return it,” I told him.  “We’ll manage.” 
 
    “Suit y’self.” 
 
    Bronze was willing to go either way, but if I wanted to buy a cart, it might make things easier in the future.  I accepted this as a fact, but I also wasn’t willing to stop somewhere with her present load and haggle over a wheeled contrivance.  Partly because it was a lot of work to get it all up on her back, partly because anyone willing to sell a cart would see me as a man in dire need of one. 
 
    I walked with Bronze out of the city before I climbed up on top of the feed bags.  She shifted into a high gear in her paso fino gait and I stood on top like a surfer on a wave.  It wasn’t her fastest gait, but it was by far the smoothest.  Besides, I wasn’t exactly stable up there.  Keeping me from a fifteen-foot tumble at forty miles an hour was a priority.  We made it to the mine without incident, though.  I can accomplish great feats when I’m allowed to focus, and standing upright is among them. 
 
    We walked together around the last bend into the village ruins.  I unloaded the sacks in a former outbuilding, cast a couple of spells to keep them dry and vermin-free, and made a note to repair the building itself if it was going to be a granary.  I mentioned it to Leisel while I unpacked the spice jars. 
 
    “I can work on the granary,” she assured me.  “It’s to keep the rain off?  Not much else?” 
 
    “I have spells on it to deal with vermin, so yeah.  Put these somewhere.”  I handed down some jars and she started arranging them on the workbench-table.  I mentally berated myself for not having enough wall niches.  Well, by morning… 
 
    “Are these spices?” 
 
    “Can’t you smell them?” I asked, handing down more of them.  She put them neatly on the table. 
 
    “That’s why I ask.” 
 
    “Yes.  You said spices, so I got spices.  I don’t cook with spices, so I don’t know what you want.  I got a little of everything.” 
 
    “These are all different spices?” she asked, examining the latest set of jars. 
 
    “Wouldn’t be much point if they were all pepper.” 
 
    “I’m not this much of a cook,” she warned.  “I don’t know what to do with most of these.” 
 
    “Here’s your chance to experiment.  With your plate.” 
 
    “Understood.  What’s the plan for today?” 
 
    “I start some more shelf space, check on some projects, and wait for the crystals to charge.  I might help with the granary, too.” 
 
    “A better chimney wouldn’t be bad, either,” she suggested, looking up at the cavern ceiling.  I followed her gaze. 
 
    “A crack in the ceiling isn’t the best,” I agreed.  “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Since I didn’t have much else to do for the day—the crystals were all charging—I examined the crack in the ceiling of the cavern.  Smoke went away up there, but it was only about a handspan wide.  I couldn’t tell where it went, aside from out, eventually.  I settled for an air-handling spell to draw smoke from the cooking area. 
 
    Naturally, while considering the cooking area, I saw some changes to make.  While other spells hollowed out niches in the walls to serve as shelves, I rearranged the rocks around the cookfire.  A little slicing with the Saber and another spell to smooth them further turned a ring of stones into a serviceable firepit.  Salvaged metal from the ruins and some holes in the wall gave us a place to hang the pot, some flat-topped stone cylinders gave us support for pans, and a heat-reflecting spell meant we didn’t need to gather as much wood. 
 
    As I turned from my work, I nearly ran my face into a glowing ball of light.  I also nearly had a heart attack, nighttime or no.  The thing was utterly, utterly silent as it hovered behind my left shoulder.  It didn’t react to my macho squeak of startlement. 
 
    Yep, same ball of light.  It left the ellipse of power to get a better look at what I was doing.  It may be the first sign of actual curiosity I’ve seen in the thing.  Once I was out of the way, it floated down exactly like a soap bubble, landed on the rim of the fire pit, and rolled around it.  It then floated across the room and cycled through its airlock, back into the power environment. 
 
    I’m going to have to figure out a way to talk to the thing.  Eventually.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 18th Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    In the morning, I helped Leisel with the granary roof, mostly by cutting lumber for her.  Green wood isn’t the best choice for construction, but I also didn’t plan to stay here indefinitely.  I sliced poles and wooden shingles for her, whittled some old iron into nails, those sorts of things.  She stayed up on the roof and assembled it all.  She’s surprisingly handy with a hammer.  She also knows a lot of interesting ways to cuss when she hits her thumb. 
 
    The roof will keep the rain off.  I wouldn’t trust it against a sunset or a good storm, but it’ll do for rain. 
 
    “Leisel?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?”  I handed her a new shingle as I spoke. 
 
    “You’re paying me,” she pointed out.  “I ask permission.  You just do.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but I try to be polite.” 
 
    “And I appreciate it.  Mostly.  What’s the question?” 
 
    “Does it bother you to do other work besides… well, I guess we’d have to call it ‘warrior’s work.’  Cooking, construction, caring for the horse, that stuff.” 
 
    “Not really.  I’m not a—I mean, I’m not one of the First.  Out in the field, warriors do whatever we need to.  It’s one of our strengths.  Brush down a horse, dig a ditch, sharpen stakes, whatever.  Now, if we were in your fortress and I was part of your guard, that would be a different matter.  I’d expect a groom to deal with the horses.  There would be laborers and craftsmen and a cook.  I wouldn’t have to do all this,” she gestured around the roof with the hammer.  “I’d leave it to people who were born to it.  They’re always better at it, anyway.  As it is, we’re in the middle of nowhere and there’s only us.” 
 
    “Circumstances.” 
 
    “Exactly.  But you’re one of the First, so I get why you don’t see it the same way I do.” 
 
    “Hmm.”  I didn’t correct her.  She assumed I was highborn and looking down.  I was really an outsider looking in.  Still, she answered my question and I learned a little bit more about the structure of the society. 
 
    “Come to think of it,” I went on, “about this hypothetical fortress.  If I build one, where should I put it?  Around here, I mean, in this region.” 
 
    “Tough call,” she decided, and hammered for a bit.  When she stopped, she replied, “Trouble is, most everything around here is owned by one of the manzhara.” 
 
    The manzhara, by the way, are a plural form of the various manzh-whatevers.  It’s a slang term for Mazhani, mahrani, and manzhani as a group.  It could be translated as “the nobles,” or maybe “the ruling classes” is closer. 
 
    “They’re not going to sell you the land for a fortress,” Leisel finished. 
 
    “How far do I have to go to find land they don’t own?” 
 
    “Head north, toward the peak of the Triangle.  Up there, some of the Razikian isn’t claimed, I think.  It’ll be a week or more, depending on how hard you ride.”  She looked up at the porch area.  Bronze stood up there, looking out over everything.  “Maybe less,” she admitted.  “Of course, the western mountains are much closer.  The Kasnakani Range isn’t owned by anybody I know of, but then you have the kustoni to worry about.  It’s hard to build a fortress while they’re raiding your work camp.” 
 
    “I’m sure something can be worked out.” 
 
    Leisel hammered another nail and paused a moment to look down at me. 
 
    “You’re considering it?  I mean, you’re really thinking about carving out a new domain?” 
 
    “Should I not?” 
 
    “I’m not sure of the protocol.  I think you need permission.  Aargh!” 
 
    “Thumbnail?” 
 
    Her reply was scathing enough to scorch paint.  I distracted her from it. 
 
    “Permission from who?  A House that wants to own whatever I carve out?” 
 
    “Probably!”  She sucked her thumb for a moment, shook her hand, and reset the nail.  “They’re the only ones who have the resources to make it happen.  Maybe you need to ask the Temple, too.  On second thought, you might want to start with the Temple.” 
 
    “How about if I go out, build a fortress, and wait for them to notice me?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I don’t think it’s ever happened.”  She tapped the nail to seat it and paused.  “Not since the early days of the Empire, anyway.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m starting to think this place could use a little shaking.  It gets some of the dust out and lets in air.” 
 
    Leisel cocked her head, considering.  Her mouth twitched as though she wanted to say something.  At last, she nodded and we went back to finishing the roof. 
 
      
 
    Leisel stayed up a bit to watch me work.  If it didn’t bother her class-centric sensibilities, it didn’t bother me.  She caught her breath when she saw me open a gate and pull through a five-foot-tall air tank, but she didn’t speak and she didn’t interfere.  I got six of the things and screwed their connectors into the manifold.  Six was probably enough, but the manifold had spaces for eight, so I planned to get two more, next time.  I redistributed my crystals for charging.  Come the morning, they should have enough charge between them to easily manage two more gates.  I didn’t feel rushed to maintain a specific schedule, so let them have another day to charge before the Orb-summoning. 
 
    When I returned from the tunnel and sat down at the table, she sat with me.  My pet ball of light, currently out and about, floated through her midsection, out the far side, and went to explore my air tanks.  She didn’t notice. 
 
    “All right, I’ve seen it, but I have a hard time believing it.” 
 
    “What’s so unbelievable?” 
 
    “You open a hole in the wall to a room that isn’t there, then open it again to a different room.  I can’t understand it.” 
 
    “You can’t?  I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “Are you mocking me?” 
 
    “No, but I am being a smartass.  I apologize.” 
 
    “Should I believe you?” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!  And yes, you can believe me when I apologize.  I might not be sorry, but if I apologize, I mean it.” 
 
    “If you say so.  Is it important for me to know what you’re doing?” 
 
    “That’s… a surprisingly good question.  It might be.” 
 
    She waited expectantly for me to continue.  I wondered how to explain.  A full accounting would be a long story, but the basics of the situation as it was, at present, might be reasonable.  Then again… 
 
    “What do you know about demons?” 
 
    “They’re spirits of malice and hatred.  Some take on physical form and wreak havoc.  Others invade people or animals and force them to do things.  Usually they kill their hosts.  Sometimes they keep a physical form long enough to rampage around, eat people, and so on.  The more powerful they are, the smarter they are.  They can sometimes be bargained with, but they are untrustworthy and will twist your words in any deal you strike.”  She hooked a light chain around her neck and drew out an amulet.  “Some people wear charms against them.” 
 
    “May I?”  When she nodded, I left it on her neck, but held it and examined it.  It was a simple defensive charm, useful against magic in general, as well as just about anything that might want to occupy a body.  It wasn’t as specific as one I might build, but sometimes being too specific can be a drawback.  It would probably offer some protection against my tendrils, too.  The fact it was a working charm told me she was probably right about immaterial demon spirits.  Different worlds, different demons?  Maybe.  Chaos demons can possess a body, but there might be some species of hostile spirit-beings, as well. 
 
    Or… hmm.  Are the local demons really Chaos demons?  If so, are the demons here different because people believe them to be different?  Is their concept of an orderly universe such that any demonic creature from the void of chaos must assume an immaterial form?  Or was the universe set up this way by whoever—or whatever—built it?  Or are the local demons actually some sort of native life form having nothing to do with chaos beasts? 
 
    This is the problem with multiple universes.  The rules I know may not apply. 
 
    “This should work,” I decided.  “I think you’ll be reasonably safe.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that.  I mean, I do like the sound of it, but it implies bad things.  You mentioned a demon, but how many demons are involved?” 
 
    “Just one.  See, this demon and I have a long history of fighting each other.  What I’m doing here is preparing to banish it to a realm of the uttermost darkness—hopefully forever.  Everything I know says there’s no returning.  Once I have everything set up and ready to go, I plan to summon my adversary from whatever mischief he’s doing, surprising him, so I can subdue him and send him into oblivion.” 
 
    Leisel tucked her amulet inside her shirt of scales and reached for her helmet. 
 
    “I wish I’d known before I asked for a job.” 
 
    “Want to go?  You can keep the horse.” 
 
    “No.  I took the job.  I stay.  What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Eventually, when I’m ready, I’ll have you guard the door.  This is going to be dangerous, but only if someone interrupts me.  If I’m left alone and uninterrupted, I should be able to make this work.” 
 
    “So, keep out all visitors.” 
 
    “At all costs, and I do mean at all costs.  If this goes wrong, the potential loss of life is too catastrophic to think about.” 
 
    “A major demon summoned and released instead of summoned and banished.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I think I’ll sharpen my sword.” 
 
    “It’ll wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    “It soothes me.  It’s one of the few ways I can get to sleep tonight.” 
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m just your guard.  We haven’t negotiated anything else.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She shook her head and smiled as she headed off to her tunnel.  I shrugged and spent my time working out a spell for the air cannon barrel.  A field effect to prevent the spherical sabot from touching would reduce friction to nothing.  It could also act as an air block, creating a better seal between the sabot and the barrel, increasing the efficiency.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 19th Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    I think Leisel is still bothered by me.  I’m a wizard, but I’m a warrior, so I don’t fit into her worldview.  Everybody in Tauta is born into a caste, I gather.  If you’re born to a craftsman, you grow up to be a craftsman.  If you’re born a laborer, you’re always a laborer.  If you’re born a slave, you’re a slave forever.  Ditto for all the other classifications—nobility, priests, merchants, and farmers.  When you die, your life is judged by the gods, your soul purified of the mortal realm, and you’re born again based on how you did in your previous life. 
 
    I gather there’s an underclass of criminals, not really a caste, as such, but people who either couldn’t hack it in their “gods-given” profession or chose not to follow it. 
 
    There’s some mobility, but not much.  Within each social division, there are subdivisions.  Among the craftsmen, a goldsmith outranks a silversmith, and both of them outrank a blacksmith.  A metalworker of any sort is regarded as a higher social level than a woodworker, though—cooper, carpenter, or cabinet-maker. 
 
    In the warriors, the highest rank are the First, the gentry of the warriors.  The scale slides down from there, ending in “guard.”  Technically, anyone of the warrior caste can hold any job fit for a warrior, but, in practice, the First don’t march in the infantry or guard harems, while foot soldiers can’t afford the arms and armor of their higher-ranking brethren.  Still, a foot soldier can fight his way up the chain, while a First who has money but no martial talent may wind up a well-armored soldier. 
 
    Movement within each caste is possible without requiring external arbitration.  A blacksmith who shows a talent for fine, delicate pieces may be trained by a jewelry-maker and so rise to silver- or gold-smith.  Warriors just fight their way to the level of their talents and skills. 
 
    More drastically, if someone is clearly born into the wrong caste, he or she can be adopted by someone of the correct caste.  There isn’t a lot of this, mostly because it involves finding a family who wants someone else’s kid, as well as acknowledging someone—one or both parents—somehow failed in their duty to the gods and wound up with a wrong-caste child by mistake. 
 
    Note it’s the human who made the mistake, not the gods.  I’m suspicious.  It also seems unusual to me there does not seem to be a provision for “was blessed with a higher-caste child,” instead of a “mistake.”  If the gods are handing out children as a punishment, something is fundamentally wrong with the system.  I tend to think the gods may be speaking, but it’s the priests who are doing the talking. 
 
    So, you offended against the gods and have a child of the wrong caste.  You find someone who wants him and you all go to the temple.  The priests pray and accept a generous offering, consult the entrails, read the omens, shake the ceremonial sticks, smoke the sacred pipe, have their holy visions, whatever it is they do and eventually permit you to correct your error.  The kid—anywhere from five to fifteen—is then the child of the correct-caste family and not yours. 
 
    Adoptions across the caste lines happen, but it’s hard to find someone who did it.  Adoptions within a caste are more common, and especially so with the warriors, for reasons that should be obvious. 
 
    Wizards are considered a highly-skilled trade, their caste outranking the craftsmen, but they rank below the warriors.  Since wizards and warriors are almost at the same social level, a high-ranking wizard outranks—socially—a low-ranking warrior, whereas even the highest-ranking warrior will, de jure, answer to any of the noble caste.  I say de jure because it’s the law of the land.  De facto, however, a nobleman on hard times may find it difficult to acquire members of the warriors’ First for any purpose at all.  Or, for that matter, any of the best representatives of any caste or trade. 
 
    As always, money is the lubricant in a rigid system.  Surprisingly, the members of the merchant caste are not in charge.  They are employed by anyone, however, to broker deals.  Typically, this doesn’t matter in small-scale trades, but a first-class merchant may manage the financial affairs of a great House while the less well-regarded supervise trade goods or even a single shop. 
 
    The system has just enough flex built into it to keep it from being too brittle.  I’m a crack in the structure and I’m not sure Leisel likes it.  I don’t much care for the system itself, but all I need to do cope with it, not approve of it. 
 
    While the crystals charged in the tunnels, I did some minor adjusting of the air cannon, the spells on it, the grab gate, the sabot, everything.  I wanted the whole setup sorted out and prepared as thoroughly as an operating room.  No doubt the Orb would try to resist, so the fewer things to go wrong on my side were that many fewer things to go right for it. 
 
    As I regarded the cannon and the grab gate, I realized I was missing a bet.  The plan originally called for shoving the air cannon’s mouth into the grab gate.  Why not simply put a gate on the mouth of a cannon, itself? 
 
    Prototypes can always be improved.  I scratched symbols into the metal all around that end of the tube, muttering incantations the while.  At least I thought of it before the moment of truth.  It wouldn’t do any good to think of it later! 
 
    I also asked Leisel if I could borrow her helmet.  She handed it over willingly and I cast a few spells on it to cut down on mental influences.  Firebrand, Bronze, my altar ego, and the Orb go right through my mental bunker, but only because they are me, in certain limited ways.  Anyone and anything else has its work cut out for it.  My goal, though, was to reduce the chance Leisel would feel an uncontrollable urge to pick up the Orb, grab it from me, whatever.  One less thing to go wrong… 
 
    “So, my helmet is enchanted?” she asked, turning it over in her hands. 
 
    “No, it only has a spell on it.  Think of it like a layer of armor you can’t fix.  It’ll take a lot of hits before it gives way, but then it falls to pieces.  Not the helmet,” I added, seeing her expression.  “It’ll be fine.  Only the spell protecting you from mind-affecting magic.  It’s like your charm.  The charm is a wooden shield and will stop working after a number of hits.  This is a thin layer of metal over it, making it harder to penetrate.  Once they’re useless, you drop them and get another.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.  Do you want to make my sword a demon-killer?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can.” 
 
    “Neither am I, but I thought I’d ask.” 
 
    “May I see it?” 
 
    I examined it in some detail.  It was a well-used blade, a trifle heavier than my saber.  It was line-straight, also unlike my saber.  A really thin longsword?  The style of the point reminded me of a katana, but her blade was edged halfway down the back from the point.  She called it a seydu’haad, which, literally translated, meant “straight sword,” although the native meaning was more specific, meaning this exact type and not all “straight swords.” 
 
    Whatever it was, the steel was pretty good.  The edge had some wavy parts, presumably where nicks were sharpened out of it.  The enchantment was a basic strengthening design, protecting it from the worst impacts with heavier weapons.  I could work with it. 
 
    A simple spell to homogenize the metal would be a good start, eliminating manufacturing imperfections.  A repair enchantment to keep it sharp and straight would follow, and I could tie it in to the strengthening enchantment, expanding it to help it resist chipping, cracking, or breaking, as well as to fix any minor damage. 
 
    I sat down with it at the worktable and started with the basics.  Once it was in perfect form, I’d start with the repair enchantment.  It’s important to have it exactly as you want it before you hammer in the spell to maintain it. 
 
    Leisel put breakfast down on the other end of the workbench so as not to disturb me.  She couldn’t see what I was doing, aside from staring intently at the blade, scratching on the table, and moving my hands around it.  I liked the fact she assumed she shouldn’t interrupt.  With the repair spell reshaping the metal, I turned my attention to the food and explained what was going on. 
 
    “You’re—wait,” she began.  “You’re actually adding more magic to my sword?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Do you know how expensive that is?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I’m going to owe you service for years.” 
 
    “Or you can help me out with a demon, making sure the one thing I want most in the world goes well, and accept a magical blade as a reward for it.” 
 
    “I don’t… it’s not… is it worth a magical blade?” 
 
    “If my favorite son was hanging over the edge of a cliff and you reached down to haul him up, would it be a simple task?  Yes.  Would it be worth a great reward?” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “It’s not about what it cost you to do the deed.  It’s about what it’s worth to me to have you do it.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the way you think,” she muttered.  “I should be rewarded for work.” 
 
    “I agree.  But I should be allowed to reward you for things I appreciate, shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “I’m still not sure.” 
 
    “Think it over.” 
 
    I wolfed down my breakfast.  I probably sharked, lioned, and tribbled down my breakfast, too, carefully keeping my tongue withdrawn.  It’s almost a reflex, but I do pay attention to it.  With my teeth, biting my tongue is a serious issue.  Leisel was silent, presumably thinking it over.  She might be choosing not to argue with the lunatic.  It’s usually a good idea. 
 
    With the food gone, I checked her sword.  It was in much better shape.  No nicks, no wavy portions to the edge, a hair-splitting sharpness all along the length—I liked it.  The metal was still diffusing a bit, though, and it could stand to have some trace metals in its alloy.  I sprinkled a pinch of ashes over it to bring the carbon up slightly and considered where I might find some metals in town. 
 
    “Thank you for breakfast,” I told her. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Now I have to run into town.  I want a couple of bits of metal before I do the actual enchantment.  Come to think of it, I probably want to talk to Hazir, too.  Anything you want while I’m there?” 
 
    “If it’s not too much to ask, some soap and a towel.  Maybe another blanket.” 
 
    “It didn’t occur to me we would need soap and towels.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m telling you now.” 
 
    “Okay.  That’s it?” 
 
    “Some fresh fruit?” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Can I use my sword?” 
 
    “Oh.  Yes, of course.  It’s perfectly functional.  I’ll have to spend some hours on it when I get back, but I don’t have anything else to do.” 
 
    “Hours,” she repeated. 
 
    “I should be done before nightfall.” 
 
    She shook her head and motioned me to go.  I wondered what I said. 
 
      
 
    There were plenty of blankets of various sorts, so I bought a warm, thick one.  The local climate is hot, but underground, in a mine shaft?  It’s colder than I realized and Leisel’s thin cloak was no help. 
 
    Bits of various metals?  Not a great deal more difficult, although their selection was somewhat limited.  They don’t carry vanadium or tungsten, for example.  I resolved to fetch a few bits from elsewhere.  Using a small grab gate, it shouldn’t be too expensive. 
 
    The real bonanza was the soap.  Sarashda makes a lot of soap.  I doubt it’s a primary industry for the city, but it seems to me there are a lot of soaps.  There are shops selling nothing but soap!  Fortunately, I didn’t have to decide what kind of soap all by myself.  Unfortunately, some people don’t know how to stop selling. 
 
    “I’d like a soap for a lady.” 
 
    “What kind of lady?” 
 
    “One who wants to get clean.” 
 
    “Yes, but what kind of lady?” 
 
    “Assume she’s a warrior.” 
 
    “Ah!  Then you’ll want one of these kinds—” 
 
    “I’ll take one of each.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Stop talking and put them in a bag.” 
 
    “But the qualities of each soap, the fragrances, the oils used in the manufacture—” 
 
    “Do you want to sell me soap?  Or do you want to keep talking?  You can’t do both.  Now put them in a bag, take the money, and consider it a win.” 
 
    I’d almost rather be cheated. 
 
    Hazir, on the other hand, was busy doing his job.  He had on his tabard and was walking purposefully along, followed by his arms-bearers.  I tracked him down the easy way.  I used a locator spell.  I wasn’t in the mood to ask everyone in the Hall of Ruling and chase him down.  He was delighted to see me. 
 
    “Al!  I’m delighted to see you.” 
 
    See?  Told you. 
 
    “The pleasure is mine,” I returned.  “Got a moment?” 
 
    “Yes, if you will walk with me.  I’m on an errand.” 
 
    I slid down one side of Bronze and walked with him.  Bronze followed silently. 
 
    “I need some advice,” I admitted. 
 
    “Always ring the silver when you are given change.” 
 
    “Beg pardon?” 
 
    “When you are given change in silver, bounce each coin and listen.  Silver rings true.  False coins do not.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “It is advice.” 
 
    I tried to gauge his expression.  He wore a perfect deadpan look.  So perfect, it gave him away. 
 
    “Good one,” I admitted.  “Thank you for the advice.  Now, if I could ask for your advice on a subject I’m about to bring up?” 
 
    “Oh, specific advice.  Of course.” 
 
    I like Hazir.  I’m not sure why. 
 
    “How hard would it be to go to the edge of the kingdom and carve out a slice of barbarian lands?  Specifically, is anyone going to complain too much if I go build a village in the… uh… 
 
    Leisel called it the Kasnakani Range, Firebrand prompted.  It’s the far branch of mountains forming a triangle with the southern coast. 
 
    “The Kasnakani Range, for example?  I like mountains, and I have something of a nose for mining.” 
 
    “I take it, then, you plan to restore the fortunes of House—of House Lucard in such a manner?” 
 
    “I can’t say the fortunes in question were ever too great.  I would settle for a steady income and a modest living.” 
 
    “Still, to rise above one’s station and become more than a warrior… you will either have to, ah, discover your true heritage,” he said mockingly, “or make an appeal to the gods.” 
 
    “The gods?  You mean the priests.” 
 
    “Who else would speak for the gods?” he asked, sourly.  I liked him even more. 
 
    “And the gods like money, do they?” 
 
    “Priests do.  It was not always this way,” he added, darkly. 
 
    “The priests weren’t always the arbiters of changes in caste?” 
 
    “The castes were not always so strict,” he corrected, and glanced around.  “But perhaps we should not speak of this in the street.” 
 
    “I see how this is going to go.  I carve out a valley and call it mine, then bring them a lot of gold.  Will that do it?” 
 
    “The course you outline has been attempted before, but it is hardly an easy road.” 
 
    “I understand.  Thing is, I’ve got time and effort invested here, along with a friendly acquaintance or two.  I could start over, but I’d face new problems, waste time, waste effort, and be annoyed.  It’s a risk, but…” 
 
    “I do not fully follow your thought,” Hazir admitted, “but I gather the gist of it.  To hark back to your question, you wish to find someplace in the Range rather than a place unclaimed inside the Empire?” 
 
    “By preference.  I’m thinking I’ll look around for likely places to mine something at least moderately valuable and establish a village there.  Mountains are more likely to have something.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he mused.  “I have some thoughts on the matter, but I should want to consult with a cartographer.” 
 
    “Cartographer?” 
 
    “A maker of maps.” 
 
    “I know what it is.  I didn’t expect one to be useful.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Provincialism,” I realized.  “The mapmakers’ art is not as developed in all areas.  Many of the maps I’ve seen are too crude to be useful.” 
 
    “You will be pleasantly surprised in Sarashda,” he assured me.  “When my errand is done, I will take you to a cartographer.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.  What’s your errand, if I may ask?” 
 
    “Lowgar Hinlon is due at the Hall of Ruling.  Overdue, in fact.” 
 
    “And you go to fetch him back?” 
 
    “So have I been bid.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you, if that’s all right.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Lowgar was not a problem.  He was a spice merchant and seemed surprised to see us.  Turns out it was a simple error.  He thought his appointment was for tomorrow, not today.  He apologized profusely, grabbed a wide-brimmed hat, and shouted to his assistant to mind the store.  The whole way back, he kept apologizing.  Hazir was nice about it. 
 
    With Lowgar safely delivered to the Hall of Ruling, Hazir delivered me to a cartographer. 
 
    They do a much better job here than in Rethven. 
 
    I looked around the shop, examining maps of cities and counties.  They were framed and under glass.  Each was a hand-drawn work of art, but, perhaps more important from a map point of view, sharp eyes could pick out faint marks, like pencil lines, in a grid pattern.  These maps might be useful as more than directions.  They might be to scale, even though there was no scale listed.  Other notes were included, of course, such as the names of towns, but also numbers along roads—miles?  Leagues?  Whatever units of measurement they used.  Bridges, fords, ferries, all the special considerations for traffic were included. 
 
    “May I help you?” 
 
    The shopkeeper—presumably the cartographer—was picture-perfect.  He was an elderly gentleman, hunched in the shoulders, bald on top, with wire-rimmed magnifying lenses resting on his forehead. 
 
    “I’d like to see a map of the civilized region of the world.” 
 
    “See a map of the Empire?” he asked.  “No doubt you would.” 
 
    “Do you not have one?” 
 
    “Oh, I have one.  What am I bid for it, eh?  Is it for sale?  Yes, certainly.  Is it for the perusal of any who wander in to consult it?  It’s a map, boy, and not yours.” 
 
    “I do beg your pardon,” I answered, quickly, since Hazir’s face told me he was about to take offense.  “I didn’t mean I wanted to paw over your map.  I misspoke terribly.  What I would like to know is your fee for consulting your map, as well as the price to buy it.  But, naturally, I would like to see it before I buy it.” 
 
    “A fee to consult it?” he asked, surprised.  Clearly, the idea hadn’t occurred to him before. 
 
    “Yes.  How about I pay you a silver to look at your map of the Empire?  Then, if I decide to buy it, I’ll pay the rest.  How much are you asking for it?” 
 
    “In silver, it’s forty daros.” 
 
    I pushed a silver one-daro coin toward him. 
 
    “May I examine it, please?” 
 
    With money on the counter and the prospect of a sale, we had no further problems. 
 
    I could have taken a satellite view of the Empire without much trouble, looking down with a magic mirror.  The map, however, provided me with more details.  It also provided me with borders, invisible from the air, between the various political divisions. 
 
    The Empire is less a unified empire and more of a confederation, in my opinion.  According to the map, there are dozens of city-states, some large, some small, and all allied.  The closest parallel I can think of is the Greek cities of the Hellenistic period.  Each city is self-governing, but all recognize a common culture, enforce similar laws, speak a similar language, and so forth.  Hazir told me, later, that the Council of Law would be held in Ti-Reddesh this year, but Sarashda would host it the next.  I infer the cities take turns hosting the seat of government. 
 
    Oddly enough, they don’t have an Emperor.  There’s a First Speaker who helps run the Council of Law, but the position is held by someone from the city hosting it.  They don’t have a permanent chief executive.  They do have a setestri, a group of priests, who advise the whole Council of Law regarding what I can only describe as proper morality, though.  The separation of Church and State isn’t too clear around here.  I suspect the major cities started as city-states under individual kings and princes, but the Temples are a unifying force—an Empire-wide referee to keep the conflicts between cities from escalating. 
 
    It's fine, so far as it goes.  I’m not comfortable with the seeds of theocracy, though.  Unchecked religion is a weed that chokes everything else. 
 
    As for the geography, the Empire is spread out along the eastern and a bit of the southern coast of the continent.  The Kasnakani mountain range slashes northeast-southwest, dividing the continent into two unequal pieces, like a badly-cut cake.  The Empire has a quarter, maybe a bit less, while the rest is clearly labeled with many warnings:  “Barbarians,” “Dragons,” “Ghouls,” and so forth.  There are no terrain features in these areas, so I wonder if the warning labels are genuine or guesswork. 
 
    The northeast portion of the Empire is far enough north I also wonder about their climate.  It’s certainly far enough to have a paler-skinned people as the default.  Sarashda’s lands are down south and as far west as the mountains allow, parked in a “Y” of the Kasnakani range and a small branch called the Razikian range.  The Kasnakani range is to the west of the city’s territory.  The Razikian range breaks off from the Kasnakanis further north and trickles southeast, forming a lopsided triangle with the southern ocean as the third side.  Sarashda’s province is one of the largest, bordered by mountains and the sea, with Sarashda, itself, off-center eastward on the southern coast, close to the Razikian range. 
 
    I didn’t ask what was beyond the mountains.  After all, the warning labels were clear enough. 
 
    I pushed gold coins across the counter.  He rolled up the map, put it in a tube, latched the cap on the end, and presented it to me.  We exchanged parting pleasantries. 
 
    “He spoke disrespectfully,” Hazir muttered, once we were outside. 
 
    “He’s old,” I countered. 
 
    “He should know better.” 
 
    “I admire his spirit if not his wisdom.  Thank you for your guidance, Hazir.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure to be of assistance.  I take it, then, you have some idea where you will go?” 
 
    “Not yet.  I want to study the map and probably do some exploring.” 
 
    “Wise.  I wish you well.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Before I left Sarashda, Firebrand reminded me to pick up some fruit. 
 
      
 
    Leisel was pleased and perhaps a bit confused. 
 
    “This is… a lot of soap.  And a lot of fruit.” 
 
    “I didn’t know what kind to get.  At least I stuck to one blanket.” 
 
    “It’s a wonderful blanket.  Thank you.  Did you also get a towel?” 
 
    “Okay, the towel I forgot.  I apologize.” 
 
    “No rush.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten about your sword, at least.  I’ll get to work on it.” 
 
    “Sure.  I’ll… sort soap and fruit.  What is this?” she asked, holding up one of the fruits. 
 
    “I have no idea, but it was for sale.” 
 
    She sighed.  Is it a woman thing?  I’ve heard that sigh before.  Do they go to a special school for it?  Or do their mothers take them aside one day and teach them to do it?  It’s the sigh where I’ve done something, but it’s not too serious and explaining would take too long.  It’s the sigh that says, “I want to say something, but I realize it would be a complete waste of time—and I accept the fact it’s just how you are, so carry on.”  It’s a very meaningful sigh.  It’s different from the exasperated sigh or the frustrated sigh.  This is more low-key. 
 
    I focused on my work.  It seemed safest. 
 
    I tested the gate on the end of the pipe, using it as a grab gate.  It was smaller than the gate I usually used, but I was after something relatively small, anyway.  Somewhere, there’s a museum missing part of its display of elements.  I held small lumps of titanium, vanadium, nickel, tungsten, chromium, and others, but even a tiny change in an alloy’s composition can have huge results. 
 
    My spells leached traces of metals into the steel, alloying it, and homogenized the whole mixture.  A little treatment of the edges and point to harden them meant the physical structure was in good shape.  Time to weave some magic through the metal. 
 
    About midway through the first enchantment, a ball of light—now with traces of green in its feathery, internal veins—floated up onto the workbench.  I can’t be certain, but it seemed curious about what I was doing.  Since it respected the work and kept its distance, I let it watch.  When I finished with Leisel’s sword, it drifted over to me and… engulfed?  Phased through?  Occupied the same space?… as my right hand.  Nothing happened, so I held still and let it.  Maybe it was the equivalent of an animal sniffing at me.  I’m not a ball of light.  How would I know? 
 
    I flexed my hand, slowly, and rotated it a few times.  The ball continued to hover around it and my fingers made faintly-glittering, short, prismatic trails through the substance of it.  Eventually, it let go of my hand—if that’s the right phrase for something immaterial—and drifted back to the Energy Ellipse.  I couldn’t detect any change in my hand.  I couldn’t detect any change in my ring, either, so I wondered what the ball was trying to do. 
 
    Weird, but I’ve grown surprisingly comfortable with weird. 
 
    I took my waterfall for the sunset and armored up.  Leisel came down the tunnel while I dressed and helped me latch everything. 
 
    “I’ve never seen armor catches like these.” 
 
    “Clever, aren’t they?” I asked.  I realized as I spoke the only fasteners I’d seen were buckles on armor or laces on clothing.  They haven’t developed latches or buttons, much less zippers and Velcro.  Still, if they weren’t wearing armor, they usually weren’t wearing a whole lot.  The climate was rather warm in this region.  They might not need much in the way of garment closures. 
 
    “Very clever,” she agreed.  “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Stand guard outside.  Bronze will also be standing guard, but on the inside.  Once I shut the door, I don’t want anything coming in.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Until I open it.” 
 
    “And if you scream for help?” 
 
    “Leisel.  Look at me.”  I looked her in the eyes.  “There are two reasons that door will open.  I will open it, or something disastrous will happen to it as something horrible comes out of it.  Leave it alone no matter what you hear or see.  Bright lights, unearthly screams, smells of death, cries for help—ignore all of it.  If it’s happening inside, it’s my problem.  Your focus is on what’s outside.  If you are moved to action for any reason, the first and only question is, ‘Do I have to open the door?’  If the answer is ‘yes,’ don’t do it, even if it means doing nothing.  Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good.  Oh, and if something disastrous does happen—the door catches fire and explodes, for example—run.” 
 
    “Is that an order?” 
 
    “No, but it is a suggestion based on prior experience.” 
 
    “I’ll bear it in mind, sir.” 
 
    I gathered all the crystals, sorted through my stuff, carefully laid it all out, checked my spells, and made sure everything was ready.  Leisel went outside to stand guard and Bronze took up station on the inside, to the left of the door. 
 
    What do I do with a glowing ball of light?  I wondered for a minute and finally decided to temporarily lock it in.  It should be fine, protected inside the containment diagram. 
 
    Now, the moment of truth.  A horde of thoughts ran through my head.  Has the Orb found a magical universe and a suitable cat’s-paw for casting cloaking spells?  Have I wasted all this time and effort in setting up another launcher only to lose it?  Can I move it all somewhere else and sit on it, checking periodically to see if the Orb’s defenses slip?  Or would it be a waste of time?  What do I do if the micro-gate in my ring fails to achieve a— 
 
    Lock! 
 
    The micro-portal opened and the scrying spell slipped through.  The mirror faded into a view of the far side.  I had the scrying spell set for a psychic image rather than a direct conduit—sunlight is bad for vampires—so I could see the Orb without much trouble.  It was in a massive pile of rubble, surrounded by broken concrete, twisted steel, and shattered glass.  At a guess, a building fell on it.  Looking at the concrete and steel, I’d say a big building. 
 
    My first thought was, What did the Orb do?  I’m not sure how or who or why, but where there’s widespread misery and destruction, I’m not surprised to find my Orb of Evil. 
 
    I switched gate vantage points and suppressed a momentary panic.  It was daytime there.  I watched for a while as workers cleared rubble and craned large pieces of wreckage onto trucks.  Clearly, this was not the moment of the disaster.  There were no fires, no smoke, only the slow, painful process of hauling away a heap of broken images and handfuls of dust. 
 
    I did some searching in the immediate vicinity.  The place was a mess.  Some major metropolitan area was liberally coated with dust and gravel.  Tall buildings surrounded the wreckage of what must have been a fallen skyscraper.  Flecks of shattered glass were everywhere, like glitter after the stone golem’s bachelor party.  The demolished building was a heap of broken material, wide and tall.  A series of metal girders still stood, like twisted, terrible gates into a ruined and dusty Hell. 
 
    How deep was the Orb?  I parked my viewpoint near it again and did some scrying around.  It was jammed tight inside the crushed remains of a basement or other floor below ground level.  The crushed remnants around it looked like those pay lockers where you give them money, stash your stuff, and take the key.  I couldn’t be certain, but my limited ability to look around gave me the impression the Orb was buried on a subway level, deep under the actual skyscraper.  It could be weeks before anyone dug down to it. 
 
    This could be a problem.  How do I get the thing out when there’s no room for an Orb-sized opening?  I can brute-force a pinpoint opening anywhere there’s a suitable gap.  But something nearly a foot across?  A brute-force gate has to physically appear in both locations.  I didn’t see any free space large enough anywhere nearby. 
 
    Well, universes tend to skip a bit when I open gates to them.  If I close down the Ring of Spying and open it again, maybe several times in succession, I might get a forward skip.  If they dig it up for me, all I have to do is find the poor guy who walks away with it.  If I’m really lucky, I may even find a point where someone has dug down almost to it before the end of the day. 
 
    I tried it.  Some of the reconnects had a time differential of one-to-one or worse—I only disconnected for a moment in between—but a few skipped ahead an hour or a day.  True, some of these were visions during the day, which I did not appreciate, but I’m looking through a scrying spell, not risking my naked eyeballs.  The daylight is merely unnerving, not dangerous.  It’s like watching a sunrise on the television from another time zone, with only a mild phobia about immolation. 
 
    I kept at it for a while.  Every so often, the connection would skip ahead, so I made progress.  Eventually, I felt they were getting close enough.  The workers were digging through rubble below street level, now, and my scrying told me the Orb might be uncovered any day.  As for me, well, between a Saber of Sharpness and the inhuman strength of a vampire, I felt I could manage to dig out the Orb.  It helped to know exactly where it was, and to know exactly what I was looking for. 
 
    This meant going through my escape gate—the only one large enough for me—and maintaining a connection through the micro-gate in my Ring of Spying.  I hadn’t planned on a physical trip, but I had a lot of extra crystals.  Plus, Leisel was guarding the door outside while Bronze guarded the door inside…  It wasn’t part of the plan, but no plan survives contact with the enemy. 
 
    I put my ring on the table to anchor my micro-gate and brought the tongs.  A quick look around saw only a couple of security guards, each sitting in a portable building by a road-access gate.  I arrived already inside their perimeter and avoided them.  Before long, I was hefting slabs of concrete and sections of cut girder out of the way.  It was only ten or twelve feet farther down and I went through the pile like a kid through a sandbox. 
 
    The Orb was not having a ball, to say the least.  It was delighted to be dug up, anticipating a new victim to dominate and control.  It was not pleased to be hauled out of a dusty hole by a pair of tongs.  Of course, there wasn’t a trace of dust on it.  It was also shocked to see me. 
 
    You! 
 
    “Me,” I agreed.  “How did you get yourself into this mess?” 
 
    You are not the only one who has made enemies across the universes. 
 
    “Really?  Who did you piss off?” 
 
    Do you think I would tell you? 
 
    “No, but I had to ask, didn’t I?” 
 
    Of course.  But to tell you of my enemies is to tell you of potential allies—and even you are not so foolish. 
 
    “Fair point.  Last I saw you, you were a gallstone in the formless void.” 
 
    The Things of the void come in many forms, and many are susceptible even to the control of human minds. 
 
    “Ah, so that’s how you got to an Earth analog.  Flew up to the edge of the multidimensional space and jumped in?  Or became projectile vomit, I should say.” 
 
    I had little choice, as you well know! 
 
    “And you’ve been in this low-magic universe ever since?” 
 
    Fool! it sneered.  Do you think yourself the only traveler across the multiverse?  There are other worlds than these, and weak places where one requires only the will to cross!  Had I found even one weak place into a world beyond the realms of Earth, you would never have found me! 
 
    I silently cursed the variable time rates of alternate realities.  The Orb may have been rolling around for a thousand years or thousands of years.  There was no way to tell how much damage it might have done. 
 
    Then the import of its revelation really came home to me:  There are natural (or natural-ish) places where the borders between worlds are weak.  How weak?  Weak enough to let people slip through.  There may be a whole network of… not gates, exactly, but maybe rat-holes in the wainscoting of the universes! 
 
    “So you’ve been stuck in Earth timelines, have you?  They’re pretty much low-magic, aren’t they?” 
 
    The only answer was a deeper sense of hatred. 
 
    “Okay, be that way.  Come along.” 
 
    What do you intend? 
 
    “Ideally, I’d like to destroy you, as you know.” 
 
    The feeling is mutual. 
 
    “I know.  But I have things to do and you apparently had a good long time to do as you pleased without me.  I figure it’s fair to take a turn.” 
 
    How so? 
 
    “I think it’s time to cram you in a box.” 
 
    You will not contain me! it snarled.  I can conquer your will! 
 
    “Tongs,” I pointed out. 
 
    You cannot contain me! it shrieked. 
 
    “No?  Not even in a deep cavern under a mountain, embedded inside inlaid diagrams of incorruptible metal, and spells of such power as to preserve it all against the ending of the world?” 
 
    I am inevitable.  I am eternal!  I am indestructible!  And I promise you, I will always return to claim you as the vessel of my consciousness! 
 
    “As soon as you overcome the power of your nemesis.” 
 
    You are a poor nemesis, it sneered.  Your power is my power! 
 
    “Oh, not me.  I was thinking of your true nemesis—tongs.” 
 
    It screamed wordless fury at me, but so what?  It couldn’t reach me.  Behold, the power of tongs! 
 
    “Now, now,” I told it.  “You’re being naughty.  We both know temper tantrums only feel good while you’re having them.” 
 
    Yeah, it was angry.  I was okay with it being angry.  It would be distracted while I switched my gate spell to return to the launch setup.  As I hoisted it, climbing out of the hole, someone—presumably a security guard, although why anyone would guard a pit full of rubble is beyond me—shouted at me to stop.  I suspect the Orb’s angry emanations made people uneasy for miles.  It probably made the snoozing guard prick up his ears and look around.  I’d have thought my digging would have woken him long before. 
 
    I ignored him.  Even if he shot me, it wouldn’t matter.  Some things are beneath my notice, and a small-caliber handgun at long range, at night, while I’m armored up?  Pfui.  I don’t see this as a problem. 
 
    I stepped through my momentary gate and let it snap shut behind me.  Immediately, I lowered the angry Orb into the bottom half of the sabot-form.  It nestled nicely in the depression, but the Orb was slightly larger than I thought.  I never actually measured it, so I guesstimated.  I was close, at least.  Close enough so the remaining foam inside the outer sphere compressed and allowed it to fit.  I applied a layer of glue to the rim. 
 
    I am going to eat your soul! it screamed, helplessly. 
 
    “Shouting didn’t do you any good in the ruins.  Now we’re in a cave.  Scream all you want.” 
 
    You will live ten thousand years imprisoned in the boiling sea of guilt and fear underneath your own mind!  
 
    “Yeah, well, you’re going to have to figure out a way to break the spells to even see out, so forgive me if I’m not quaking in terror.  Then you’re going to have to work out how to break the containment.  Then you’re going to have to find your own Gollum to carry you out.  Considering where I’m putting you, you won’t find fungus, much less a person.  I’ve had a lot of time to think about your prison!” 
 
    There is no prison you can devise which I shall not shatter.  Our powers are too similar.  Whatever you can build, I can destroy—and I shall! 
 
    “No doubt,” I agreed, amiably enough.  “I accept you’ll eventually worm your way out of anything.  But, for the next year, the next ten thousand years, the next eon or three, you won’t be in my hair.  That’s all I can really hope for and expect.” 
 
    When I am free again, I will break your heart before I break your mind! 
 
    “You know, you remind me of a dog one of my neighbors used to have,” I said, finishing with the glue.  “He ran out to the end of his chain and barked a lot, too.” 
 
    I will re-take your physical self to seed a thousand women so I may slay your children! 
 
    “Bark.  Barkbarkbark.  Arf!” 
 
    The Orb screamed at me again, a wordless blast of rage.  I felt it reaching for me, straining to touch my thoughts, but all it could do without contact was scream.  I picked up the electric screwdriver. 
 
    “In the doghouse, mutt,” I told it, and put the other half of the plastic form on.  I drove in the screws to shut it.  I wanted it thinking in terms of magical seals, ancient labyrinths, terrible guardians, prophecies of doom, all that sort of thing.  I didn’t want it thinking about ways to avoid being sucked into an event horizon until tidal forces ripped open the container. 
 
    I loaded it into the pipe, screwed everything together, and took a listen.  I couldn’t hear it in there, but I’m immorally certain it was hating at me.  I was equally certain it was already planning some cleverness about how to summon something, manipulate someone, or even draw energy from the secondary containment.  Well, good for it.  I left it to its planning while I took care of mine. 
 
    I didn’t cast the final gate spell more than eight or nine times.  I did cast it multiple times, mostly because I wasn’t happy with the first ones.  It’s not that I missed, exactly, but I wanted it placed perfectly, oriented precisely.  When I finally worked out the precise system for aiming it—I should have done this beforehand!—I cast it again, using power at a ruinous rate to overcome the spatial distortion of high gravity and park it as close as possible.  It was still a long way off from the event horizon—a collapsed galaxy in a dying universe is no laughing matter—but the gate was motionless relative to the target, and the air cannon would give the Orb a good kick.  Gravity would do the rest… eventually. 
 
    I switched the micro-gate to the cannon gate.  Instantly, a wild rushing sound and a metallic pinging noise told me the pipe was now in vacuum.  My spells and tendrils held the Orb stable while the air in front of it was sucked away. 
 
    With the barrel now in vacuum, I pulled the lever.  There was a hissing whump!  Air blasted down the barrel of my air cannon.  The Orb, unrestrained by any air pressure in front of it, launched like a ping-pong ball from a shotgun.  I switched the cannon-gate to spy-ring-and-mirror to watch.  The projectile was already tiny and getting perceptibly farther away by the second.  I watched it for several minutes, making sure the plastic bullet was on course, flying blindly and ballistically through space, down into the inexorable—even inevitable and possibly eternal—gravity of a cosmic garbage disposal.  It had quite a long way to go, even in astronomical terms.  I couldn’t park a gate any closer than several light-years away, so the Orb could be falling for a century or more. 
 
    Too late, it occurred to me to put an inertia-damping spell on it.  With no inertia, it would immediately accelerate to the highest possible speed.  That is, it would instantly reach terminal velocity for a falling object.  Since the medium through which it fell was rather thin, being outer space, the terminal velocity would be quite high.  It might even exceed the speed of light, since the limiting factor on acceleration is based on mass… 
 
    Then again, I would have to affect not just the casing, but the Orb, itself.  It’s a construct of magic, not a normal object.  Maybe it’s not such a bad thing I didn’t try it.  I’d hate to toss it through a gate and watch it disintegrate, or go back in time—again!—by going faster than light.  I’m not even sure I can cast a spell directly on the Orb. 
 
    Somehow, I don’t feel at all bad about missing the opportunity for experimentation. 
 
    I sat and watched it as it fell toward the infinite blackness of the singularity.  I intended observe until it was too far away for even my eyes to make out.  I had to call it quits sooner than I liked, though.  I hadn’t planned on a physical excursion, and the power-intensive work of establishing a brute-force gate so deep in a gravity well cost me more than I expected.  Maintaining it there wasn’t a problem with the space-stabilizing spheres, but I put it as close as I could in the first place. 
 
    Now that I think on it, could I have put an Orb-tossing gate through earlier, covered in space-stabilizing spheres?  It could fall into the gravity well and act as a gate locus in a stable spacetime environment!  In theory, I don’t see why it wouldn’t work.  On the other hand, chucking the Orb through it would be problematic.  There would be no way to control the orientation of the gate from this end, so launching the Orb through would be in a random direction.  And if I didn’t time it properly, the target gate could, conceivably, cross the event horizon while open. 
 
    I think it’s something to research, but not yet suitable for use as an anti-Orb weapon.  If it ever comes back, maybe, but for now, the Orb is blindfolded, in a dying universe, and falling into the largest black hole I could find.  Eventually—if it didn’t fall directly in—it would find time slowing to a crawl as it approached the speed of light, making it even less likely to escape its blindfold, much less the event horizon. 
 
    I would be happier to watch it disappear, but I’ll take what I can get. 
 
    I unsealed the Ellipse.  My pet light didn’t even notice I’d locked it.  I unbolted the door and let Leisel in. 
 
    “I heard the… something,” she told me, stepping inside, sword still drawn.  “Something terrible.  Something… I don’t know.  Hateful.” 
 
    “I’m surprised,” I admitted.  “I thought you better-protected.” 
 
    “I’m not hurt.  So, is it over?” 
 
    “Yep.  For now, anyway.  Hopefully forever.” 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You seem tired.” 
 
    “I think I have reason to be.” 
 
    “Fair.  Go rest.  I’ll take the watch.” 
 
    I started to protest, but what did I have left to do?  All the rest of my projects were long-term things, mostly waiting on a far-distant time, like some prophecy.  “There shall come a king to the land of Rethven, and he shall be known as the Demon King.”  That’s when I’ll be busy.  In the meantime, I have… time. 
 
    Wow.  I don’t know what to do with myself.  I’ve been immortal for ages, but, aside from a mourning period in Apocalyptica, I never really had time on my hands. 
 
    It feels weird.  I also harbor a nagging, terrible feeling even this isn’t going to get rid of it for good.  It’s like knowing there’s a wasp in the room.  I heard it.  It’s there.  But I have no idea where it is or when it will come out again.  So I move to another room and shut the door… but it’s only a matter of time before it finds its way under the door and I have a wasp problem again.  But it will take a while. 
 
    Still, I’m not good at doing nothing.  It was a good night for dealing with demons.  I sat down on my rock seat, leaned back, closed my eyes, and went inside to tackle some internal, personal ones.
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    With the Orb hopefully dealt with—at least, for the foreseeable future—I didn’t need a mineshaft anymore.  Come to that, I didn’t know what I needed.  Oh, I planned to find a place for a temporary home and laboratory.  Being on a world outside the ever-branching tree of Earth’s unstable timelines would give me a better perspective on the whole arrangement.  Diogenes and I never worked out how being in a variable timeline while monitoring variable timelines would throw off all our observations.  I might make real progress on identifying patterns. 
 
    The next morning, I had my shower and breakfast.  Leisel seemed uncomfortable. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.  Is there?” 
 
    “No.  At least, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You’re quiet,” she pointed out. 
 
    “I guess I don’t have much to say.” 
 
    “Whenever I ask you anything, you usually natter on for ages—not that I follow most of it, but you talk a lot.  Why not now?” 
 
    “Why not, indeed.”  I thought about it.  “I guess it’s because I just finished a big project.  I’ve been after that thing for years, trying to find it, contain it, kill it, whatever.  Now it’s gone.  I’m glad of it, but it’s a strange feeling to not be worried about it anymore.” 
 
    “You’ve achieved a great victory.  Now you have to find a new reason for living.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” I hedged. 
 
    I ate in silence for a bit and realized I wasn’t eating as much or as quickly as usual.  Isn’t a loss of appetite a sign of depression?  What business do I have being depressed?  I won a major victory! 
 
    Or was Leisel right?  I had a goal, a major, material goal, an immediate, definite goal.  Now what did I have?  Goals, yes—but far-distant, nebulous goals.  Save people in Rethven… eventually.  Fix the pleasure-junkies… eventually.  Kill the Lord of Light… eventually.  Sure, I had smaller goals—find a real place to live, set up a laboratory, start experimenting with timelines, angels, and human brains, but all this is just temporary.  Even if I build a fortress, found a kingdom, establish a religion, it’s no more than marking time until I catch up to the Karvalen era of Rethven. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    Hmm?  Yes? 
 
    Isn’t it all temporary? 
 
    What do you mean? 
 
    Look, dragons live a long time.  Usually, something kills a dragon—most often, another dragon, but there are exceptions—rather than dying of old age.  It’s been known to happen, but it’s rare, and it takes a few thousand years.  Most of dragonkind aren’t immortal, but we do have a long-term perspective. 
 
    I get it.  Your point being…? 
 
    You are immortal.  You need to work on your long-term perspective. 
 
    I’ve been working on it. 
 
    Yeah, but you’re not using it now! 
 
    I don’t follow. 
 
    Oh, for the love of—look, Boss.  Everywhere you live is a temporary home.  Vampire attacks burn it down, the reactor goes critical, the moon-men bomb it to oblivion—something!  You don’t have a permanent anything.  The closest thing you have right now to a permanent home is your pet pyramid, and you know it’s not truly permanent.  Right? 
 
    Well… I don’t think of it in those terms. 
 
    You should. 
 
    All right, granted.  Go on. 
 
    So your mountain— 
 
    Arthur. 
 
    —with the stupid name for a mountain, Mount Arthur, fine.  Even though it’s long-term, even it is still temporary.  You’ll outlive it like you’ll outlive all of Karvalen.  You’re immortal and eternal and everything is fleeting. 
 
    You’re not improving my mood. 
 
    I’m getting to a point, Boss.  Bear with me. 
 
    Fine.  Your point is…? 
 
    The way I see it, you have a choice— 
 
    Bullshit.  I’m trapped by destiny. 
 
    Will you shut up long enough for me to finish? Firebrand demanded.  Bronze echoed the sentiment, interested in what it had to say.  Leisel glanced at me.  I must have flinched at Firebrand’s mental shout. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said aloud.  “Thinking about the future.” 
 
    “Can I help?” 
 
    Yes, Firebrand said.  Leisel’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Did you just hear…?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted.  “Sorry about that.  Firebrand isn’t usually so talkative.” 
 
    “Firebrand?” 
 
    “My sword.” 
 
    Hello, Leisel.  Yes, I’m a sword.  I used to be a dragon.  It’s a long, long story and not one we’re going to tell right now.  The Boss and I are having a bit of a discussion.  Please ignore him while I berate him for being an idiot. 
 
    “Uhm.  Maybe I should… see to the horse?” 
 
    If you like.  This shouldn’t take long if he’ll shut up and let me talk. 
 
    “Yeah, uh, I’m definitely going to see to the horse.  Shout when you’re done.” 
 
    “I’ll do the shouting,” I told her and Firebrand.  She grabbed her helmet and jammed it on her head in a hurry.  She picked up her sword as she left the mine.  I growled at Firebrand, “Don’t ever do that again.” 
 
    Introduce myself?  Look, Boss, I’m not your slave.  I’m your friend, or as close as I can get to it, all things considered. 
 
    “I’m not going to explore that.” 
 
    Fine by me.  You think you’re the only one with existential problems?  I’m a goddam sword, not a four-legged, winged creature with armored hide, fire breath, and mouth suitable for chomping down on a bull dazhu!  You’re not the only one with issues, okay? 
 
    “Duly noted.  Uh… do you… I mean, I recall the idea of cloning a dragon body on Apocalyptica.  Were you hoping I could put you into it?” 
 
    Yes and no. 
 
    “What kind of answer is that?” 
 
    An accurate one, Firebrand snapped.  I would love to fly again, but I don’t want to be anything but a sword.  I still remember and miss the—nevermind.  There are good points and bad points to change. 
 
    “There always are.” 
 
    That almost sounded wise. 
 
    “Something about a blind pig still sometimes finds a truffle,” I countered.  “Before we sidetracked, you were trying to make a point.” 
 
    Yes.  You’re immortal.  Everything is temporary, to you. 
 
    “Got that.” 
 
    No, you don’t. 
 
    “I don’t?” 
 
    You misunderstand me.  You have your perspective all wrong.  Ever since you chased the Demon King through an arch—practically speaking.  Don’t get technical on me—you’ve been preoccupied with a thousand years from now.  Everything is temporary, marking time, a side-project.  Nothing matters, nothing is important, nothing is worth it.  It’s all about a thousand years, ten thousand years, however long you have to wait until you catch up to yourself, and that’s wrong. 
 
    Bronze agreed intensely, punctuating her emphasis with a snort of fire and a stomp.  Firebrand I may ignore.  Bronze, not so much. 
 
    “So what’s the solution?” 
 
    Boss, I’m not saying you need to give up on your ultimate goals.  I’m not saying to ignore the “inevitable destiny” crap you periodically panic about.  I’m saying if you think only in terms of the next millennium or two, you miss out on everything happening around you right now! 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    Leisel, for one.  She likes you, Boss.  You’re the only male employer she’s had who hasn’t tried to mate with her.  Plus, you may be weirdly wizardly along with being a warrior, but it only adds to your mystery and charm.  To her, anyway.  I’m not sure if you fail to see it because you’re an idiot or because it’s only a “temporary” arrangement. 
 
    Then there’s this so-called plan of yours to build a house and live in it.  You haven’t thought it through because you don’t—or won’t—devote much effort to it.  It’s only another in a series of campsites, places to stay until you move on.  It’s “temporary.” 
 
    I’ve got news for you, Boss, Firebrand announced.  It’s all temporary!  Everything!  So enjoy it!  Get involved!  Do things!  Right now, you’re a dead man waiting to be resurrected on your personal judgment day.  Which is a waste, since you’re obviously alive.  Well, half the time, but you know what I mean. 
 
    I stood up, paced around the chamber for a while, thinking.  Did Firebrand have a point?  Bronze thought so.  Bronze did more than agree.  She quietly told Firebrand to explain it in more verbal terms so I would have to think about it. 
 
    My horse has more sense than I do.  Which, come to think of it, is only to be expected. 
 
    As I walked around the cavern, I noticed the ball of light was not in the Ellipse.  Sure enough, it was following me.  Well, if it wanted to float along in my etheric wake or something, it was welcome to.  I went right on pacing. 
 
    Was Firebrand—and, through it, Bronze—right?  Should I be so concerned with the far future, my past?  I have things I need to do, things to prepare for that future… but what about things to prepare for next year?  Or next week?  Or tomorrow?  Do I sacrifice the present to the looming, ominous cloud of what is yet to come? 
 
    How many humans do the same thing?  Some live hand-to-mouth, paycheck to paycheck, focused on surviving today and tomorrow.  Others think more long-term, focused on retirement goals and saving money and preparing for their financial future—all the while ignoring the emotional needs of their family. 
 
    There has to be a balance.  If I focus too much on my ultimate goals, I won’t pay enough attention to more immediate needs, which can get me killed.  On the other hand, if my sole concern is to cope with my current situation, I won’t get the work done to make the changes I want in the future, which can get me killed.  Assuming different laws of paradox, of course.  It may be impossible for me to die because I’m paradoxically destined to fulfill a time-travel prophecy.  Or it may be impossible for me to alter a Rethven future in any way.  I can’t assume what’s true, though. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I have an idea for your consideration. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    I’m not as clear on this whole possible paradox time-travel whatever as you are.  I don’t understand any of it and don’t much care, to be honest.  But aren’t you missing a bet? 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    So far, as I understand it, your options are, A: stuck in a loop of predestination and doomed to do your stuff to make the future come to pass, or B: doomed to fail at altering the future because it’s fixed. 
 
    “Those are the worst-case scenarios,” I admitted.  “So?” 
 
    Would it hurt to have a little optimism?  I mean, clearly, the Orb went back and changed things.  You, yourself, admitted its interference might have been the root cause of Rethven coming unglued. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    What if you have an opportunity here to do anything you want?  You could be a free agent, able to alter anything you want, any way you want, and make a future. 
 
    “I think that scares me more than the other two.” 
 
    Boss, I’m not sure I’ll ever understand you. 
 
    “Quite possibly.  ‘Do I contradict myself?  Very well, then I contradict myself.  I am large, I contain multitudes.’  Moreso than most, maybe.”  Firebrand shut up and let me think. 
 
    I hate being responsible.  It means I have to think ahead and exert myself.  Am I ever going to enjoy a nice, quiet, lazy situation again?  Possibly, if I can avoid my fate at the hands of an angry mob.  According to Sasha, I’m going to die holding them off so she can escape.  I think I see a possible out, but I can’t be certain paradox will let me take it. 
 
    But is it something I need to worry about now?  Should I be more concerned with enjoying where I am and what I’m doing?  Should I stop looking away to the horizon, to the future, and focus more on where I am?  What I am doing? 
 
    If I can’t trust a green muppet for life advice, who can I trust? 
 
    I have a lot of research to do for future projects… but I have a lot of time.  Do I need to work on them now, right now, to the exclusion of all else, with the obsessive fire of a maniac?  Or do I need to work on them, yes, after I’ve set myself up in a good situation?  Or are these the wrong questions—again?  Should I be working toward my ultimate goals?  Yes.  But I should do what I can to enjoy the trip. 
 
    Okay, fine.  What can I do to enjoy myself?  I guess it all depends on what sort of time differential I have.  For example, if I have a dentist appointment in three hours, I shouldn’t plan a road trip.  If I have nothing to do until next year, the road trip is on.  Maybe that should be my first line of research.  I’ll think about it, but it usually goes better if I have a comfortable place to work.  It would probably be easier for me—and in accord with Bronze and Firebrand’s wishes—if I upgrade from this cave. 
 
    I laid out the map on the worktable, warmed up my Ring of Spying, and did some aerial scouting.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 21st Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    There are several qualities I look for in a home.  Most people do.  Some favor open floor plans, others want plenty of bathrooms, and a spacious kitchen is never a bad thing.  Me?  I generally want running water and nearby groceries.  Anything else is a bonus. 
 
    Trouble is, “nearby groceries” means people.  Not always, and not necessarily often.  Cattle, goats, even birds charmed down out of the sky will do, or mostly.  There comes a point when I have to have a person.  So, if I want to have a home, I have to put it at least reasonably near people. 
 
    This is troublesome in this world.  I don’t fit in it.  Oh, I’ve made up the House of Lucard, sure.  I’ve even made it a minor House with no major prospects.  No doubt Hazir has told quite a number of people about it, doing me a favor by diverting attention from my “real” House and the supposed vendetta.  Not bad for someone making it up on the fly!  With some luck, it’s possible no one will go ask around in the northland cities, investigating.  It depends on how far up someone’s nose I get by being me. 
 
    Yeah, so, I’m going to get investigated.  Given.  Can I can bribe the priests for an auspicious augury?  Probably, but I’d rather not deal with priests.  Things can go so badly, so quickly. 
 
    Instead, I’m thinking of a solution to all my situational problems.  Build a house in the middle of nowhere, outside the usual control of the hereditary rulers. 
 
    But what about people?  I can’t avoid them forever.  I’ll need some to live relatively close by, won’t I? 
 
    Well, I’ll need to have something to attract them. 
 
    What would that be? 
 
    Freedom from a caste-oriented society? 
 
    That’s gonna cause problems with the local government.  From the looks of things, the majority of citizens will view it as dangerously chaotic.  And the priests will view it as heretical, even antithetical to the local belief structure. 
 
    True.  What else do people want? 
 
    A place to live, plenty to eat, and everything associated with prosperity. 
 
    Prosperity? 
 
    Money. 
 
    Ah.  Gold.  I should build my house on a gold mine.  That’ll bring in miners.  Miners will bring in… well, everything else. 
 
    It ought to work. 
 
    So I looked through the mountains for places with gold.  Sadly, I didn’t find any gleaming, golden outcroppings waiting to be dismantled.  Since I’m not a geologist, I had to resort to more esoteric means of prospecting. 
 
    Let’s take a bird’s-eye view.  No, better, let’s take a satellite view.  Keep the sensor inside the local firmament, but get a good chunk of the southwestern end of the mountains.  Get out a gold coin.  It’s the gold we want, so we’ll use the gold in the coin for a little sympathetic magic.  A location spell, tied into the scrying view, can ping anything matching the sample—the gold—and give me a spot indicator on my mirror.  Let’s see what we’ve got. 
 
    Not much.  Oh, there are a couple of hits, mostly out toward the ocean, but nothing big.  Possibly worth panning for gold, but nothing to justify parking a community on it. 
 
    All right, maybe somewhere else.  But, before I look elsewhere, there are other precious metals.  How about silver?  It’s not as high-profile as gold, but it will do.  Any silver deposits? 
 
    Yes.  More than one, and surprisingly large.  A third look, this time for copper, had almost as many hits.  How about iron?  The Kasnakani Range had several good iron deposits.  Coal?  I found a few of those, as well, mostly toward the southern end. 
 
    I tagged the places in my scrying mirror map and did some local checking to see how deep the deposits were.  There’s a lot of rock in the way, but there’s also a lot to be found in them thar hills. 
 
    If I start with the silver deposits—money being the grease to make every wheel go ’round—are there any silver deposits near other mineral deposits?  Which silver mine would be near other mines?  If I can mine silver, copper, iron, and coal—hey, wait a minute.  Are all those near a valley?  Why, yes, they are!  Can we farm the valley?  Yes, it’s a fairly large valley with a small river running through it, but it’s completely covered in forest.  Inconvenient, but having to clear land like that means lumber is another resource… 
 
    Hmm.  The valley is most of the way toward the far side of the mountain range.  There are “barbarians” on the other side, the kustoni, or so I’m told.  There’s a mark against the area.  Another mark against it is the difficulty in reaching it.  Hiking to it doesn’t look like a problem—at least, not on a scrying-sensor flyover—but the actual terrain may be more difficult.  There’s no way wagons are making the trip, but I know a little bit about roads through mountains.  I get along well with rocks.  Better than with people, certainly. 
 
    So, build a village in the valley.  Establish mines.  Establish farms.  Expand.  Before I know it, I’ll have a barony or whatever the locals call it and, potentially, the ability to tell the rest of the local civilization to go to hell if they want to argue about my caste. 
 
    It could work.  It might even last long enough for me to do my timeline research and depart. 
 
      
 
    I told Leisel I would be out for a day or two. 
 
    “May one ask?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    We both looked at each other for a moment.  Her lips quirked in a suppressed smile. 
 
    “Where are you going and why?” 
 
    “I’m off to the mountains to check out a valley.  It might be a good place to live.” 
 
    “We are in the mountains.” 
 
    “I mean the mountain range to the west, not this eastern branch.  The big mountains.” 
 
    “The Kasnakani mountains,” she said, carefully, “are four days’ hard ride.” 
 
    “Are they?  Then I’ll probably be back tomorrow.” 
 
    Leisel’s eyes flicked toward Bronze.  Bronze nodded, mane tinkling like shaken wires. 
 
      
 
    We arrived in the valley a couple of hours after sunset.  I decided not to go until after dark.  I hate sitting in the solar furnace with nothing between my face and the sun but a protective suit.  Plus, the smell is awful.  But we made the trip at high speed, cutting north past Sarashda and ignoring the roads.  We hit the foothills of the Kasnakanis and worked our way southward, back toward the sea, looking for a good way into the mountains.  And we didn’t step on anyone. 
 
    Bronze, by the way, finds it amusing when I’m impressed at her not stepping on anyone.  She knows she wouldn’t step on anyone—not unless they needed stepping on.  Instead, if she hits something she’ll ram through it like an express train.  Stepping on people is for when she’s not in a hurry. 
 
    As it turns out, I was right.  The locals have a settlement on the eastern side of the range, but the road ends there.  After that, there’s some goat paths, but nothing they want to ride a horse along, much less drag a wagon.  Getting across the mountains is generally regarded as impossible without climbing gear. 
 
    I did some aerial-view scrying, a location spell for direction, and a teensy bit of gravity-warping.  It’s not impossible.  It’s not even all that difficult, provided you can leap thirty feet straight up or cling like a spider. 
 
    The valley was in the southern end of the range, only a dozen or so miles from the sea.  The land beyond the mountains spread out more, however, both west and south.  The southern coast curved southward with the mountain range, leaving a lot of open space beyond. 
 
    Once in the valley, I did a ground-based evaluation.  A lot of things look good from satellite photos, but there’s nothing to replace boots on the ground.  The valley had plenty of trees.  There were so many trees, I couldn’t see the forest.  Still, there was plenty of game, as well, and a hefty stream running down the length of the valley.  I don’t know what the technical definitions of a stream, creek, or river are, but this was enough water to need either a bridge or a ford, and it didn’t have any fish.  There were places where an undershot waterwheel might go well.  Upstream, a waterfall practically begged for its own waterwheel and irrigation system.  The whole valley sloped slightly down, generally southward, from the pool at the base of the fall, and the fall itself was twenty feet or more.  Plenty of distance for a hollowed-out log aqueduct or two. 
 
    As for the mine sites, they were inconvenient—aren’t they all?—but reachable.  The distances weren’t too bad, but it was still a big valley.  It looked like a five-community project, one for each of the mines and a farming village in the middle. 
 
    I approached as closely as possible to the start of the iron.  A spell started the gradual reshaping of rock, rolling it out of the way.  It was imperceptible to watch, but it was also constant.  Another spell marked out a path down the mountainside, switching back and forth along the easiest approach.  The second spell would encourage it to be wider, flatter, easier to traverse.  Another set of spells, lining out the future roads from the valley center to each of the proposed mine entrances, could start the slow process of forming clear paths on the way to making actual roads. 
 
    I spent a couple of hours on these, setting up semi-permanent spells.  I could leave them all running indefinitely, but I would probably shut them off manually when they reached a certain point. 
 
    I also discovered something. 
 
    While putting down a road spell to shuffle aside trees, flatten rocks, and all those sorts of things, a glowing ball of light came over to investigate.  It was dim and smoky, much like my pet light when it first arrived.  This one drifted slowly closer, as though to examine my handiwork. 
 
    The spell’s intake section, the part that powers the whole structure, slurped it up like smoke into a jet engine.  Poof!  Gone in an instant!  The spell’s charge, on the other hand, jumped up materially. 
 
    A quick check told me the light was gone, dissipated and destroyed.  The spell was fine, though. 
 
    Interesting.  This world has magical lights similar to energy-state beings.  They don’t register as magical force, but they can be disintegrated for magical energy.  I’m not sure how this works, but would it work on other celestial beings?  I’m guessing not.  Oh, the principle might work, but the spell intake was massively more powerful than the little light.  To do this to an angel or a demigod would require a construct more powerful than either.  Plus, the lights don’t seem to be intelligent.  How do you get the celestial entity to step into the shredder? 
 
    Still, it gives me a trifle more hope.  While the specific effect might not be useful, the principle might.  I wonder, can I hand the Lord of Light a darkness bomb and see how he copes with being negated?  Possibly.  Still, I don’t like the idea of attacking him in a force-versus-force manner.  He’s got more to draw on than I do. 
 
    Can I open a gate to suck the Lord of Light into a black hole?  No, probably not.  As an energy-state being, he wouldn’t be concerned about it until the gate was beyond the event horizon.  Good idea, but impractical, darn it.  Well, I’m sure I’ll come up with something.  Okay, no, I’m not sure, but I will keep thinking about it. 
 
    I finished laying out the future roads and mine entrances.  I’m all about city planning. 
 
    On the way back, of course, the question was how to make it possible for a horse and wagon—a normal horse and wagon—to reach the valley.  A man on foot wouldn’t have much trouble even though he had to take some long, winding detours around steep drops and impassable cliffs.  But a road would be more difficult.  The easiest right-of-way would meander through and around for miles, or I could build one bridge and carve out several chunks of mountainside. 
 
    If my pet rock were doing this, it would take a week.  With my spells?  I’m not sure.  I know I can do it—eventually.  Once I set the spells up, they’ll run until the conditions are fulfilled, then shut down or burn out, depending on how I set them up.  It’s still a lot of spells.  I can’t simply lay out a path that long and tell it to get busy.  Even the road-clearing spells in the valley were sections of spells, laid out in series along the length of a future road.  Well, technically, I can do each of them in one spell, but it’s a single spell with its effort spread over an unreasonable amount of area. 
 
    Using multiple spells takes more effort, but they’re each more focused.  By casting a bridge-building spell on one side of a ravine and another bridge-building spell opposite, the two meet in the middle and finish in half the time.  Although, if I want to be even more technical, there’s a third spell acting as a guide marker for the bridge spells… 
 
    Oh, to hell with it.  I have a pretty good idea where a road should go.  I better get busy casting road-shaping spells along the way if I expect to finish by dawn.  Then I’ll speed things along by hand.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 22nd Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    I hate space-suiting my way through a sunrise.  Sunset isn’t so bad, really, since I stop breathing before the smell gets to full strength.  For sunrise, on the other hand, I have to start breathing about halfway through.  If it weren’t for cleaning spells, I would have a real undead’s reputation for smelling like a rotting grave. 
 
    I didn’t finish with the preliminary road-work last night.  I did cast some on my way out of the valley, but all I really managed was to—finally!—lay out the path for it.  It does no good to start laying down a road if the project hits a dead-end and has to backtrack.  So the latter half of my night was spent with aerial views, fire-shot running, and occasional swearing. 
 
    Today, though, I’ll be casting a lot of spells.  There are markers all along what will become the right-of-way, so it’s simply a matter of walking, hiking, and sometimes climbing from marker to marker so I can cast the next spell in the series.  I anticipate it will take me all day.  I don’t channel the same level of voltage during the day.  On the other hand, between Bronze, me, and a Saber of Sharpness, we hurry some of the road-shaping spells along quite nicely.  She kicks big rocks into smaller rocks, I move some of them to spread them out, and sometimes carve with the saber.  Mostly, though, the spells do the work. 
 
    I should have brought snacks. 
 
      
 
    Sunset is never a pleasant experience, but I had a convenient cave for it.  The cave was surprisingly nice.  I would have thought it was the lair of some terrible beast.  Although, technically, since I crawled into it and collapsed in an exhausted heap… 
 
    At night, I finished up the road-laying spells in less than an hour.  Since I was out in the wilderness, I also swept a net of tendrils through the forest as we moved from marker to marker.  Plants and animals, even the insects, all gave up a little vital essence.  I kept it toned down to avoid killing anything.  The last thing I want is for people to mutter meaningfully about the death-line along the sorcerous path.  There are going to be enough odd looks when they reach the arched, stone bridge grown out over the ravine. 
 
    The nearest village—it’s not a town—is Spogeyzer.  In the local language, it means something like “mirrored lake.”  It’s a fair distance east of the valley, a little way off from the mountains, and built around a large pond.  Although, technically, since it has a spring replenishing it, I guess it is a lake.  A creek runs off through fields.  But the “lake” is maybe forty feet across.  The locals have lined the outer edge with stone, making it more of a pool than a lake, or even a pond.  I rode through the village slowly, looking around and listening.  These people were likely to be neighbors.  It’s good to have some idea what to expect. 
 
    As far as I can tell, they mind their own business, don’t get many travelers, grow enough food to feed everyone, raise a variety of farm animals, hunt a little in the mountains, and are taxed too heavily.  Then again, everyone thinks they’re taxed too heavily.  I saw a moderately-prosperous village, so it couldn’t be too bad. 
 
    Bronze and I went home to our rented mineshaft.  At least the trip went quickly. 
 
      
 
    Leisel was pleased to see us and had news. 
 
    “We had a visitor while you were out.” 
 
    “Oh?” I slid down off Bronze and we all went inside.  There were scorch marks around the door and the carbonized remains of what I presume were boot soles outside it. 
 
    “Yes.  I was asleep when someone tried the door.  I heard a heavy thud, like a kick or a shoulder—I’m a light sleeper—and what sounded like… frying bacon?” 
 
    “I’m guessing someone can’t read.  Couldn’t read, rather.  What did you do with the body?” 
 
    “His friends decided not to leave it.” 
 
    “Probably for the best.  Anything else while I was out?” 
 
    “All quiet,” she reported. 
 
    “Not too dull?” 
 
    “I’m fine with dull.  Easy money.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.  I’m still glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Good.  Have you eaten?” 
 
    “Yes, but once the sun comes up, I’ll probably want breakfast.” 
 
    “I’ll put some wood on the fire.” 
 
    “It’ll be a while, yet.  No rush.  You know you’re not hired as a maid or a cook, right?” 
 
    “I know, but isn’t it fair to cook if I’m not doing anything else?  You do, when you take the notion.  If my employer can stoop to cooking, I can.” 
 
    I made a mental note.  I’ll have to hire someone to do the housework.  How many of these things am I going to trip on?  She already mentioned some of this and I didn’t pay enough attention.  I need to eat more of the locals. 
 
    “All right.  How do you feel about camping?” 
 
    “Camping?” 
 
    “I plan to abandon this mine and head west, into the mountains.  There’s a road to clear, a valley to claim, mines to dig, farms to plow, and a village to build.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    “No, it’ll take way more work than I make it sound.  There’s a lot I can start on, though.  The more I get done, the easier it will be to attract people.” 
 
    Leisel pondered on the idea while I started packing.  She took note of my preparations with mild surprise.  She didn’t think I meant today. 
 
    She put off breakfast and helped me pack. 
 
      
 
    Everything we owned—everything not part of a giant cannon—fit on her horse.  Bronze could have carried all of it and more, but Bronze is a pack horse only when necessary.  Besides, I wanted to see what sort of time we could make with Leisel’s horse loaded. 
 
    I had flashbacks to a journey with Raeth and Bouger.  Bronze runs at ludicrous speed, bordering on plaid, but meat-and-bone nags don’t do much better than a man.  They carry more, yes, but once you factor in the care and feeding, their long-distance speed is better, but not much better. 
 
    The trip was lightened a bit by the fact my glowing little friend came with us.  With the dynamos shut down and packed in saddleboxes, it had no reason to hang around.  Yet, it persisted.  It floated along over Bronze’s head, as though trying to stay between her ears.  Bronze didn’t mind and Leisel didn’t notice. 
 
    Leisel, her legs folded under her, sat on Bronze’s broad rump. 
 
    “Why do you have such a huge horse?” 
 
    “Overcompensation.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “The original statue,” I explained, half-turning to address her, “was this size.  I was in a hurry, so I took what I could get.” 
 
    “Oh,” she replied.  “I guess there’s a story that explains what you just said?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s a long one.” 
 
    “I guess I can see that.  Another question?” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “You’re going out to nowhere to start a village?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But you don’t have any people for the village?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “And you’re hoping to attract some?” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Work.  The area is good for farming, but so are lots of other places.  The rocks are largely sedimentary or metamorphic, not igneous, with says a lot about the geology around here.  I have no idea what it says.  I know the three types of rocks, though.  I also know the mountains around the valley have deposits of coal, iron, silver, and copper.  Between farming and mining, I think it’s a good place to settle.” 
 
    “Sounds like,” she agreed.  “How do you know so much about this valley?  A few days ago, you didn’t know much at all.” 
 
    “I’m a wizard and I know how to find out things.  I have arcane powers.” 
 
    “I guess I have to accept that,” she decided.  “Not to cut your plan, but the mountains are impassable.  How are you going to get people to come?” 
 
    “I’ll build roads.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “You sound doubtful.” 
 
    “I’m thinking,” she replied.  “You want people to come to the middle of nowhere on a hope?” 
 
    “I suppose so.” 
 
    “Do you have any money to get people to come with you?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Now I agree.” 
 
    “Agree with what?” I asked. 
 
    “We can get people to come.  Can I have some of the money?” 
 
    I liked the way she said it.  She said “we,” not “you.” 
 
    “When we get to Sarashda,” I agreed.  “I’ll have to get it.  You’re going to rent villagers?” 
 
    “Sort of.  I think I can persuade a fair number of people to join you.  It’s wilderness, right?  Sleeping under the stars, chopping trees to build everything, wild animals, all that?” 
 
    “Yes.  I plan to do a lot of work before the village is large enough to grow on its own.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Let me surprise you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like surprises.” 
 
    Leisel smiled.  I had misgivings, but I didn’t press. 
 
    When we reached Sarashda, I dug out the smaller loop of wire, my mirror, and a power crystal.  A few minutes later, I reached through it, grabbed a gold bar, dragged it through, and handed it to Leisel.  She took it in both hands and looked at me oddly. 
 
    “What?  You think I carry gold bars around with me?” 
 
    She shook her head and went away with the money. 
 
    As for me, I found a moneychanger to turn another large bar of gold into the tiny, local bars.  Starting a village is expensive. 
 
    I bought a little cart for her horse.  It rolled on two wheels and had a wooden railing surrounding the square base.  I think it used to be a haycart, but it certainly smelled like a farm.  It had some structural defects—cracks in the floorboards, wheels, and axle—so I hit it with repair spells from three different directions. 
 
    While those did their work, I bought more supplies for the journey and some tools.  Two pup tents, shovels, hammers, a barrel for water, two waterskins, and much more.  The cart was pretty well loaded by the time I finished.  At least I didn’t need to bring many cutting tools.  Saw, axe, chisel—I have a Saber of Sharpness.  What do you want cut?  It’s like a lightsaber, except it doesn’t set things on fire.  Firebrand does that. 
 
    Leisel and I regrouped at one of Sarashda’s fountain squares.  The wealthier houses had running water, but most people gathered around fountains to collect household water.  It was a natural place for market stalls, peddler’s carts, hawkers, shills, barkers, and plain old-fashioned gossip. 
 
    I put a minor zap spell on the cart.  Don’t reach past the railings.  It’s like touching an electrified cow fence.  I heard three yelps before we made it to the fountain.  I filled the water barrel and the skins while waiting. 
 
    Leisel arrived with a couple dozen amazons.  My first thought was not along the lines of, “Oh, goodie.” 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Leisel’s expression was startled. 
 
    “You don’t like women?” 
 
    “It depends on how they’re prepared.  Did you hire a platoon?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I had to admit, they weren’t fainting-flower types.  Each and every one was armed and armored and looked capable of dealing with trouble or dishing it out.  Make no mistake, they fit in well with the local culture—brass highlights, some ornamental trim, nice lacquer and enamel work, tooled leather, all of it.  Tasteful.  Quite beautiful, for the most part.  But it was the silk over steel, the velvet over iron.  Lissette would like them.  Torvil would like them.  Kammen would like them, but he likes pretty much every woman he meets, or so I hear. 
 
    “May I ask why?” 
 
    “Several reasons.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “You may not notice, being a man and of the First, but there are no women in the First.  We have a hard time finding training, and the armor is expensive—especially with the enchantments to make it lighter.  I’ve promised them a chance to practice and learn while earning good money.” 
 
    “I can help with all that, sure.” 
 
    “Women also find it harder to get decent jobs.  Because our skills are for hire, most employers think we are for hire, as well.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “I know you don’t think so, so they’re on for this.  Plus—and this benefits you—we’re all the unemployed warrior women in Sarashda.  You need more.  Word will get out to other cities, and not only to the warriors.  People will start to talk and you need people to know we’re out there if you expect to generate any interest.  The man who hired every woman warrior in Sarashda and went off into the hinterlands?  Gossip gold!” 
 
    “Leisel?” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “I originally hired you for reasons having nothing to do with your brains.” 
 
    “Is that a remark about my appearance, sir?” 
 
    “No.  It’s a comment on the level of intellect required for guard duty.  I hired you based on your solicitation of work and the skills implied by your weapons and gear.  Yet, you persist in having a brain and proving yourself, over and over, superior to the requirements of your initial position.  Very well, Captain Leisel.  They’re hired.”  I handed her the sack of my remaining coins.  “We’re going away from civilization.  Take charge of your horse and the supplies I already bought.  Equip my guards—” I used the word kravirem, which meant personal guards, rather than aizargi, meaning sentry.  The aizargi were low-status warriors, while the kravirem were much more respected.  “—with whatever you think we’ll need.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “I’m going ahead to clear the road.  I’ll meet you in the village of Spogeyzer, the last piece of real civilization before we jump off into the wilderness.”  I looked over the troops again.  “They know they’ll be cutting trees and clearing land?” 
 
    “They do.  It’s the jungle wilds.  There are dangerous beasts and barbarians.  Laborers are too cowardly to go out, so we get the shit detail, as usual.”  Leisel shrugged.  “A warrior’s life is dust, mud, or blood.” 
 
    “Isn’t it, though.  All right.  Get busy.  Don’t forget to bring tools, though.  I didn’t shop for a platoon, just for us.  I’ll see you when you get there.” 
 
    Leisel shouted something, a wordless sort of sound, kind of like “Hrup!”  I assume it means something like “attention on deck,” or “hooah,” or “kree.”  The loose group of amazons snapped heads around, faced me, and punched their fists together in front of themselves at shoulder level. 
 
    I think I’ve been saluted. 
 
    Firebrand!  Do I do the same thing back at them? 
 
    They expect it. 
 
    So I did it.  I mounted Bronze and she snorted red flames, the drama steed.  We took off for the west road out of Sarashda.  Navigating the city wasn’t too difficult, but Bronze really stretched her legs once we were outside the walls. 
 
    As a point of interest, the blue-green sphere of light parked itself slightly above and in front of her bobbing head, bouncing in time with her.  It had no trouble pacing us, a fact which annoyed Bronze considerably.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 25th Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    So, eleven-day weeks means the twelfth is the first of the week, then the twenty-third.  The third day of the week is the third, the fourteenth, and the twenty-fifth. 
 
    The Sarashda warmeet was today.  Leisel insisted I go to it, claiming it would be good advertising.  I asked if she or any of the other ladies wanted to come with me, but there were no takers.  Riding double on Bronze didn’t appeal, which neither Bronze nor I understand.  I think Bronze intimidates them.  Most of them.  Anyway, they only arrived late yesterday, so I can understand not wanting to turn right back around.  Besides, with the roads the way they are, they think the trip is rugged and unpleasant. 
 
    Strangely enough, the roads are pretty good from here to the village of Spogeyzer.  A bit twisty due to the terrain, perhaps, and kind of narrow, but I understand improvements are in the works.  At least my road work doesn’t involve orange cones and blocking off a lane while nobody does anything. 
 
    During the days before their arrival, I pumped up the rock-forming spells and made sure the bridge, at least, was fully grown and solid.  Bronze and I even dragged a couple of tons of stone out onto the bridge as it grew, making material more easily available for it to use.  While the spells did their thing, I found us a good spot alongside the stream and started clearing land. 
 
    Felling a tree with a Saber of Sharpness is slightly more complicated than whacking it near the base.  It’s easiest to make three slices—two take a wedge out of one side, in the direction I want it to fall, then the last one, from the opposite side, allows it to do so.  While it lies there, Firebrand goes point-first into the stump.  I do a preliminary trim of branches and the top.  Bronze follows, nibbling the nubs and turning a trunk into a log while I move on to cut down another tree.  By then, Firebrand is in a ash-filled hole. 
 
    I’m a walking environmental disaster.  Greenpeace probably wants me dead, too.  Or do they just care about whales?  Make it the Rainforest Alliance. 
 
    On a more environment-friendly note, at least I exercised some foresight when delineating the minesite entrances.  Instead of simply pulling back the rock of the mountainsides, the primary dig points shed quite a lot of dirt and started subdividing into blocks.  Once the spells exposed the rock face beneath the soil, they developed cracks and grooves, all sinking deeper into the rock and connecting in layers, forming—in essence—a giant pile of bricks. 
 
    It may be as expensive as a trans-world gate in terms of magical power, but it beats the hell out of quarrying.  It’ll slow down over time as my initial charge is expended.  It’ll only go as fast as the power intake portions will let it, but the local magic is fairly high.  It should still be fast enough to be useful, providing brick-like rocks for building!  I’d join the Masons, but I’m pretty sure they’re part of the craftsman caste here. 
 
    With logs, poles, stone blocks, and mud mortar, we’ve got building materials galore.  I played with the logs and straighter branches, pacing off their lengths, doing some math, and drawing for a bit in a sandy bank of the stream. 
 
    The principle of a log cabin is simple enough.  Turns out I needed to experiment with a few of the extra lengths of log to get the notches right.  There’s an art to getting the things to interlock and it’s not obvious until you spend a while trying to make it work.  Cut the notches too deep and you weaken the logs too much, as well as leaving big gaps inside the point where the notches intersect.  Cut them too shallow and the logs have big gaps down their length because they don’t fit well together.  It’s trickier than you think.  It doesn’t help to discover the trees aren’t all perfectly straight and round, either. 
 
    There will be a sawmill, I swear. 
 
    I finally got the hang of it late the first night and started assembling a long, log cabin.  It would serve as a temporary shelter—a barracks, really—while we worked on other arrangements.  For myself, I built a smaller shack up by the waterfall.  I put in a hollowed-out log to route water through it, making it a private bathroom.  The log “pipe” changed direction twice on the way in, keeping it dark inside, which was another key feature.  Later, I would have a more permanent house, but a hidey-hole and a shower would do for now. 
 
    My pet light also has a little place all its own next to the showerhouse.  It’s about the size of a doghouse and has the same power diagram the cave did.  The light seems content to sit there and soak up leftover energy from the dynamos while most of it goes to my altar ego’s crystal.  I’ve tried to contact him in multiple ways, but he’s not answering.  He may be dead, but I can’t know for certain.  I have to assume he’s recovering. 
 
    The light, however, is something I can see.  It continues to change colors.  Predominantly blue, the radial veins from the center are also shot through with strands of yellow, giving it a greenish appearance.  There are also a few deep, dark blues and some shades of purple. 
 
    I have no idea what this means.  What I do know is I ought to find a name for it.  I’ll think about it. 
 
    The local bear also wandered over to see what the tree-falling-in-a-forest ruckus was about.  We had a couple of minutes of staring at each other while I projected a simplified version of two futures into its mind.  If it stayed in the valley area, it would be a rug—the valley has a new alpha predator.  If it went off to find a new territory, it would live.  Bears aren’t incredibly smart, but I’m psychic.  It slowly grasped the idea and chose to go for an extended walk. 
 
    When the wagons arrived, I was more than a little startled.  I didn’t expect three wagons, a dozen horses, and several tons of supplies.  I asked Leisel about the supplies. 
 
    “You buy things in a city, they’re expensive,” she told me.  “You’re dressed as one of the First.  You never get a good price.” 
 
    Now I feel all upset about being consistently cheated and not noticing. 
 
    They were surprised at the barracks, but more surprised at the divot-pocked land cleared out of the forest.  The divots were places where the earth collapsed into the holes left by missing stumps and root systems.  We unpacked—and I mean “we.”  It startled them when I pitched in—and sorted everything out into the barracks.  I’m glad I included crossbeams at the tops of the walls.  They were good places to hang things.  After all was said and done, there was room to sleep… in shifts.  It worked out, mostly because they automatically assumed there would always be someone standing watch. 
 
    Today, they’re finishing the roof of the barracks.  I cut shingles last night, so they should have no problems with material.  Leisel also rose early to sort out who she wanted to task with cutting down trees for a guard tower, digging holes for the corner posts, assembling the plow, forming a hunting party, digging a latrine, scouting the area, and everything else.  She’s been thinking about it the whole trip out, I guess.  I helped where I could, which meant wherever she would let me, until she reminded me of the warmeet and sent me on my way. 
 
    Due to the length of the trip, we departed well before sunrise.  In Sarashda, I found a bathhouse, paid them well, and occupied a private room for my transformation.  I was nice enough to cast cleaning spells, though.  The maid service didn’t deserve to be subjected to such things.  There was nothing I could do about the filthy water, though. 
 
    Knowing the routine a little better, I dressed and went out to breakfast.  I had a light meal—not more than twice what normal people eat—before heading on to the Arena.  Jolus and Galtos were already there, along with a dozen others.  I went over to greet them as Hazir entered.  We exchanged our hellos and Hazir asked the question. 
 
    “So, my friend, I had not thought to see you so soon.  Did you not depart with your company of warriors?” 
 
    “I have a fast horse.” 
 
    “Your steed can cover such a distance?” he asked, eyebrows rising. 
 
    “She’s a very fast horse.” 
 
    “I am impressed.” 
 
    “Tell her, sometime,” I suggested.  “She likes compliments.” 
 
    “Indeed?  Then I shall do so.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you’ve got the energy,” Galtos commented.  Jolus nudged him in the ribs, hard. 
 
    “Energy?” I repeated. 
 
    “He’s making a joke,” Jolus assured me. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’m not getting the joke,” I admitted.  Jolus looked pained.  Hazir chuckled. 
 
    “They concern themselves about the reaction of a First to Galtos’ humor.”  He turned his eyes to Galtos.  “May I speak to assure him of the innocence of your gibe?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “He refers to the rumor of your absconding with the—and I disagree with the epithet—the ‘warrior whores.’  All the warriors know better, but there are those of other castes who cannot help but think of any fighting woman for hire is, to be gentle, also ‘for hire,’ if you take the meaning.” 
 
    “It’s been expressed to me by the ladies, yes.” 
 
    “While it is by no means an absolute,” he went on, “most take exception to the assumption.  It is not entirely without justification—there are always those who, for one reason or another, will perform other services for their employer.  You may find some of those you have hired are willing.” 
 
    “’Specially since you’re the only man,” Galtos added.  “Keeping ’em all to yourself like that.”  Jolus and Hazir looked pained. 
 
    “Technically true,” Hazir replied.  “I have doubts about the rationale behind his actions.  Al?” 
 
    “It was Leisel’s idea,” I told him.  “She thought an all-woman force would cause gossip to fly faster than an arrow.  I’ll relay your compliments on the brilliant effectiveness of her plan.” 
 
    Galtos’ mouth fell open.  Jolus laughed.  Hazir merely smiled and nodded. 
 
    “You’re not building a harem,” Hazir guessed.  “You’re building a greater House.” 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    “Do not equivocate,” he admonished.  “Your House, like mine, is merely a family line, not so?” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “There is no better way to prove you are worthy to lead one of the greater Houses than to bring civilization to a barbarian land.” 
 
    “There’s adoption,” Jolus suggested. 
 
    “He’s too old,” Galtos pointed out. 
 
    “There’s precedent,” Jolus insisted. 
 
    “The House of Arn had no heirs,” Hazir informed him.  “Cherask of Loben was a great general, had four wives, and over a dozen children.  Is it any wonder he was named the heir to the House of Arn by his patron?” 
 
    “No,” Galtos admitted, “but you gotta get in good with a great House.” 
 
    “Yes, and pay almost a third of the House coffers to the Temple,” Hazir pointed out.  “Or you may avoid much of the politics and the dependence on another’s goodwill by carving out a new state with your own hands.  Which would you prefer, Jolus?  Galtos?  I know I have little enough desire to be a toady to some manzhani who is well aware of everyone else’s desire to inherit his power and position—soon.” 
 
    “Don’t recall the last time it’s been done,” he admitted. 
 
    “Nearly a hundred years ago,” Hazir supplied.  “The northern reaches, between the Range and the sea, were finally tamed and cleansed of kustoni.” 
 
    “Still seems like a lot of work,” Jolus muttered, not really arguing. 
 
    “It is,” I assured him.  “Trees to be felled, land to be cleared, farms to be built, all of it.  Years will pass before it’s much more than a village.  But it has its compensations.” 
 
    “It does?” 
 
    “I’m not being bothered by Tobar, nor any other high-ranking whoever.  I’m in absolute charge of the place.  Nobody wants taxes, yet, because it isn’t really a civilized region, yet.  The potential wealth of my valley is enormous, in farmland, timber, and mining.  And, maybe best of all…” I trailed off. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “There are about thirty women willing to protect me with their bodies.”  I grinned at him to show I could make jokes as well as take one—no hard feelings over the earlier assumption.  Let the rumors fly.  We wanted rumors so people would come to see for themselves. 
 
    “Hmm.  Need another warrior?” 
 
    “Not at present, but we could use some farmers.  And some professional miners.  I don’t suppose you know any?  Or masons, carpenters, or blacksmiths?  Running into town to pick up a keg of nails is wearying.  I’d rather build a smelter, dig out the iron ore, and make our own.” 
 
    “Iron mine?” 
 
    “And other things.  But I need professional diggers to get it out.” 
 
    Jolus looked thoughtful.  Galtos and Hazir did, too. 
 
    “It sounds,” Hazir began, “as though your valley—what have you named it, by the way?” 
 
    “La Mancha.” 
 
    “It sounds as though La Mancha valley has much to recommend it.  It would seem you have chosen well.” 
 
    “I put a lot of thought and effort into this venture,” I pointed out.  “I searched a lot of places before I decided on this one.” 
 
    “You strike me as a diligent man,” Hazir agreed, giving me an odd look.  I remembered he was present when I bought a map.  I was saved from difficult questions by the horn-call to start the warmeet. 
 
    Everyone moved to the wall around the arena floor and the council of nine marched into their box.  We all moved forward to form a circle.  The same agenda went down.  Business opportunities, apprentice semi-adoptions, and a couple of tests for people fresh into Sarashda.  Then challenges for ranking within the warrior caste, including Osric, bucking to rise through the ranks again.  I noticed he had a new helmet, albeit a less-fancy one.  He won his challenge and moved up a rung on the warrior ladder.  Afterward, it was business as usual—go beat on each other.  At least, such was the usual order of things. 
 
    I persuaded Hazir to join me.  He was less reluctant, this time.  I also had introductions through him, Galtos, and Jolus to at least a dozen more warriors.  The beatings began in earnest and I introduced them to the game of sicaricudo.  After all, guards have to be able to defend their employer, don’t they?  The rules of the game are as simple as Go, but the strategy is as complex. 
 
    During a water break, I asked Hazir if I might impose on him and his servants.  I didn’t pack a picnic basket, but I did bring what was left of my cash.  He’s seen me eat, so he didn’t insist on paying for it.  His servants went out early to bring back lunch, and lots of it. 
 
    The lunch break was welcome.  A new acquaintance—Keldric, I believe—got in a lucky hit on my left hand.  He’s not a small man, and he swings a mean club.  Nothing broke, but I’m not sure how anyone else’s hand and armor would have fared.  He apologized afterward, but he was pleased with himself.  Apparently, scoring on a First is cause for a little self-satisfaction.  I let my hand enjoy a small healing spell while I rested and ate. 
 
    Osric came over as Hazir and I sat down.  Galtos and Jolus faded away out of deference to the First.  He removed his helmet—no sweat, I noticed.  He wasn’t participating, only watching—and stood near us, waiting to be noticed.  I gave Hazir a look, trying to say he should take it.  He correctly interpreted my message and beckoned Osric to join us.  Osric approached to conversational range and I moved my folded cloak out of the way to make room for him to sit, but he declined. 
 
    “What can I do for you, friend Osric?” Hazir asked. 
 
    “Nothing, I fear, friend Hazir.  My business, such as it is, lies with your companion—Lucard of the Black.” 
 
    “Of the black?” I asked. 
 
    “You are of a minor house, Lucard, are you not?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “In Sarashda, you are known as the only Lucard in the city, and many know of you only by the armor you wear.” 
 
    I shrugged.  I’ve been called worse things.  It reminded me I needed a tabard, presumably of my House colors, whatever those might be.  Then again, did I care enough to get one made? 
 
    “Burrito?” I offered.  He looked puzzled. 
 
    “What is a ‘burrito’?” 
 
    “One of these.  Try it, at least.” 
 
    He accepted it gingerly and took a bite.  It didn’t displease him. 
 
    “Sit, if you like, and tell me what’s on your mind.” 
 
    “I… I’m not sure where, precisely, to begin.” 
 
    “Animal, vegetable, or mineral?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Sorry, obscure reference.  It’s a reminder to sort one’s thoughts out.  Start with a big picture, divide it up into smaller portions, and keep dividing it until you have something specific.” 
 
    “As you say.  Specific.”  He chewed and thought and swallowed.  “I presume you follow the internal politics of the warrior caste?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “How can you not care?” 
 
    “Give me one good reason why I should.” 
 
    “Tobar dislikes you.” 
 
    “That’s personal, not politics.” 
 
    “Your pardon, please,” Hazir interjected.  “It is both.” 
 
    “Both?” 
 
    “Your initial rudeness was in front of witnesses—warriors.  In private, it would be personal.  In public, it is political.  He has lost some respect because you failed to give it.” 
 
    “More than that,” Osric added, and his face flushed.  “You may be aware I… that is, due to my circumstances…” 
 
    “What Osric is trying not to say,” Hazir continued, smoothly, “is the nature of some personal finances among the First.  Due to some family reversals in the recent past, there are members of the First who are greatly dependent on others among the First.” 
 
    “Tobar,” I guessed. 
 
    “Among others, yes.  He carries considerable weight.” 
 
    “That’s how he persuaded you to take offense on his behalf?” 
 
    “I am not proud of the past,” Osric admitted.  “He is displeased with me, as well.  I was barely able to afford a replacement for my helm.  I was wondering how I would,” he gestured with the burrito, “manage lunch, in fact.” 
 
    “I see.  Do you need a job?” 
 
    “I—what?” 
 
    “I’m looking for big, strong men to help me.” 
 
    “I do need a… a job, yes, but this is not why I come to you now.” 
 
    “Oh.  Sorry.  Do go on.” 
 
    “He has not forgotten your rudeness, but my defeat has also lost me what favor I might have had with him.  It has also fanned the sulking ember of his ire.  Now it glows with a fierce heat.  He has not confided in me his plans, but I know he has them, and they will not be good for you.” 
 
    “Okay.  How do I go about challenging him?” 
 
    Hazir and Osric asked what I meant in unison, only with different language. 
 
    “I mean, how do I take his position, get a higher rank, whatever you call it, and tell him to shut up and leave me alone?” 
 
    “You are twenty-second among the First.  Tobar is fifth.  You must challenge the twenty-first, the twentieth, the nineteenth, and so on until you are sixth.  Then you may challenge Tobar, the fifth.” 
 
    “How many challenges can I make in one warmeet?” 
 
    “One.” 
 
    “So, it will take… seventeen weeks, I think, until I’m fifth and he’s sixth?” 
 
    “If all goes well and you are victorious in every single combat,” Osric agreed. 
 
    “Hang on, didn’t you challenge me in a personal combat?” I asked, looking at Osric. 
 
    “Yes, but I outranked you.  I had that right.  Tobar may challenge you, if he wishes, but he can ignore a challenge from anyone not in the sixth rank.” 
 
    “I’m okay with being ignored,” I decided.  “Let’s see if I can ignore him.” 
 
    “You!  In the black!” 
 
    We looked up at the sound of the shout.  A large man, mid-forties, a bit of grey at the temples, muscular but working on getting fat stood in the spectator’s area.  He was accompanied by three warriors—obviously, not everyone had the day off to go to the warmeet—and two personal servants in livery. 
 
    “You,” I called back, “pudgy guy!  What do you want?”  His face reddened further. 
 
    “You’re the one known as the Lucard?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I demand my guardswoman back!” 
 
    “I don’t have her on me.” 
 
    “Don’t play games, boy!  She’s mine!” 
 
    Maybe it was the inference that she—whoever she was—was property.  Maybe it was his self-righteous, entitled tone.  Maybe I’m touchy, these days.  Maybe it was all of three.  I stood up and faced him. 
 
    “And what if I tell you to go screw yourself, since no one else will have you?” I shouted up to him.  He looked aghast for several heartbeats.  The arena, already quieting to listen to the shouting match, now fell silent at watched openly.  He paled, then his face darkened like a thundercloud. 
 
    “I’ll have you flayed alive, boy!” he answered, finally. 
 
    “You didn’t bring enough men.” 
 
    He gestured and his three guards headed down inside the stands.  A moment later, they emerged onto the sand.  I didn’t recognize them, not even a little.  Maybe they only attended warmeets once a month.  I don’t have figures, but I’m guessing warriors with day jobs attend one in three, maybe one in seven, depending. 
 
    Everyone else scrambled out of the way.  Money started changing hands.  I think the consensus was, at three on one, even money. 
 
    “Osric?” 
 
    “Al?” 
 
    “Do you want the job I offered?” 
 
    “Am I obligated?” 
 
    “No, but you’ll be well-paid.” 
 
    “Are you not going to ask me?” Hazir inquired. 
 
    “No, because you have a decent job, and I suspect this is going to be politically unpleasant.” 
 
    Hazir regarded the man in the stands.  He nodded while Osric put on his helmet.  The two of us advanced a few paces. 
 
    “I’ll take the two on the right.  Occupy the one on the left.  Whoever finishes first helps the other.” 
 
    “Understood,” he replied, and swung his mace a few times, loosening his shoulder.  I hoped it was fully recovered from the last time.  I did leave a healing spell running, so maybe.  I drew both swords.  This was not a practice match. 
 
    Three on two changed the odds, from what I overheard of the betting. 
 
    Does this mean I get to fry someone? 
 
    Yes.  I went on to explain my plan.  Firebrand seemed pleased. 
 
    Osric and I advanced farther and stopped, turning back to back.  The three approaching us made a fatal mistake.  They split up and spread out, circling us.  They surrounded us, yes, but it also meant they couldn’t instantly support each other when we attacked. 
 
    I pushed off, heading between two of them.  My tip of my saber sheared through one sword near the hilt.  It had a cheap enchantment for sharpness only.  The length of Firebrand, added to the length of my arm, almost reached the other man’s head.  He brought his sword up to parry anyway, which stopped Firebrand long enough for it to burp flame in his face.  He screamed and clutched at his eyes while I spun to face the disarmed man. 
 
    He threw down his hilt and ran for it.  I let him and kicked the fire-blinded man’s sword away. 
 
    Osric, meanwhile, had hit his man a couple of times.  The warrior was reeling from the blows but falling back, defending himself.  Clearly, Osric was going to take him. 
 
    Firebrand and I went for part two of my plan.  I wound up, took careful aim, and hurled Firebrand at the dipshit in the stands.  Firebrand pinwheeled, end over end and blazing fire as it came.  He stared in openmouthed amazement for a fraction of a second too long and didn’t quite manage to get out of the way. 
 
    I’d have settled for getting Firebrand close enough to torch him.  Smacking him with the flat like spanking his face would have served just as well.  But no, we managed to actually hit the target point-first. 
 
    This is how I manage to look cool and impressive.  I get lucky and try not to look surprised.  Nobody has to know it was luck. 
 
    Come to think of it, it might not have been purely luck.  Firebrand’s guard is in the shape of wings.  Can Firebrand steer itself, maybe just a little?  Maybe just enough to be going point-first?  Maybe I’ll ask sometime. 
 
    Firebrand took him slightly above the right hip and went from “flame” to “plasma,” as though torching a giant zombie.  Most of Firebrand was sticking out of the body, though, so the torso didn’t vaporize properly.  Still, there was a triple scream—the target and his two servants.  He was killed almost instantly, but they were spattered in burning flesh and sizzling fat. 
 
    The guy and Firebrand both fell to the stonework.  The corpse on the stonework actively caught fire.  Well, fat is an energy-dense substance and Firebrand isn’t known for stopping flames.  The servants didn’t bother to see the results.  They just ran for it, slapping at their own burning places. 
 
    Osric finished his opponent with a relatively gentle whack on the head, laying him out, possibly killing him, but it was gentle enough to be a clear attempt to spare him.  He turned and surveyed the arena floor long enough to do a double-take. 
 
    I went through the arena exit, found my way to the public stairs, climbed into the stands, and recovered Firebrand from the burning corpse.  Black smoke billowed from the body.  I made sure he was dead, just in case.  People have, on rare occasion, survived for surprising lengths of time with obviously fatal injuries.  This guy was probably dead, but I thought it kinder to make sure before heading down the stands toward the arena.  I let myself down by hanging over the wall by one hand and dropping the rest of the way.  It was much quicker. 
 
    Nobody said anything to me.  They were busy paying off their bets. 
 
    Osric rejoined Hazir.  Hazir looked worried. 
 
    “You do realize what you’ve done?” he asked, over the jabbering sound of the other warriors. 
 
    “Yep.  I killed the guy with the grievance.  Killing his warriors without killing him would mean he simply sends more and more until he runs out of money or warriors, or they overpower me—with great loss of life among warriors, I might add.  He picked a fight and now he’s dead.” 
 
    “He was not of the warrior caste,” Hazir elaborated. 
 
    “He was acting as their general,” I countered, “which makes him a target.” 
 
    “Perhaps.  Others may not share your view.  Warriors might.  Indeed, probably will.  But our views are seldom appreciated by other castes.” 
 
    “More to the point,” I continued, “does he—did he—have any connection to Tobar?” 
 
    “That is a surprisingly good question.  Who was he?  Osric?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Osric denied, shaking his head.  “I’ve seen him, but I don’t know his name.” 
 
    “Clearly, someone of high rank,” Hazir offered. 
 
    I looked up at the council of nine.  They were still seated, watching over the arena floor as though it was their personal theater.  Maybe it was.  Tobar seemed amused.  He smiled a nasty smile and held out his goblet to be refilled while I watched. 
 
    “You know what bothers me?” I asked.  Hazir and Osric shook their heads.  “There exists a temptation to go out and kill everyone involved in a problem.  In theory, if you kill enough people, the rest leave you alone.  In practice, the only way it works is to kill everybody.” 
 
    “Why does this bother you?” Hazir asked. 
 
    “Because I may have to kill one hell of a lot of people to be left alone.” 
 
    Hazir and Osric traded looks.  Some of the warriors hauled a corpse out of the arena while others escorted the two wounded off to the sidelines.  Someone’s servants went into the stands and poured buckets of water over the burning body before tossing it down to the arena floor. 
 
    I looked up at Tobar again.  He was still grinning. 
 
    Technically, we had two survivors.  Osric dragged his opponent out of the arena and into the cooler shade of the stonework under the stands.  I guided mine, since he could walk, and helped him take off his helmet.  A minor spell reduced the pain and two more worked on his eyes.  With only a little luck, he would be able to see, later, but he’d have scars. 
 
    “So, tell me who he was,” I suggested. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Your employer.  The chubby guy with the nasty temper.” 
 
    “Was?” 
 
    “I admit, what with your own distractions, you may not have noticed.  He’s deader than most rocks I have known.  I want you to tell me who he was before I decide you’re useless to me.  Do you want to know what will happen to you the instant I decide you are useless to me?” 
 
    “No.  No, sir!” 
 
    “Who was he?” 
 
    “Palan of Sarcana.” 
 
    “Excellent start,” I encouraged.  “I’m pleased we’ve reached an understanding.  Continue.  What did he want?” 
 
    “His guardswoman.” 
 
    “Yes, I gathered as much.  What’s her name?” 
 
    “Renata.  I don’t know what of.” 
 
    “Good, good.  Now, why does he want Renata back so badly?” 
 
    “Uh?  I… I don’t really know.  I don’t have to know.  Didn’t have to know.  I worked for him for nine years and he never explained why anything—just told us to go do it.” 
 
    I rubbed my temples with both hands, reminding myself he was being as helpful as he knew how to be. 
 
    “Perhaps you might hazard a guess?” I suggested. 
 
    “A guess?” 
 
    “Let me put it another way.  If someone were to pin you to the wall and hold a knife to your throat, demanding you give him a reason why this Palan of Sarcasm or whatever wanted this Renata back so badly, what would you tell him?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I’m sorely tempted to find out,” I growled.  “Guess!” 
 
    He swallowed a lump in his throat and started to sweat.  I could almost smell the smoke from the little hamster wheel spinning. 
 
    “I’d have to guess he’s fond of her?” he hazarded.  “She’s his personal bodyguard over nights.  Everybody in the household knows he has her in the bed with him.” 
 
    “That,” I mused, “actually explains quite a lot.  Now I see why he was so grouchy.”  I did not mention it also explained Renata’s desire to quit her employer and flee to the wilderness, assuming she did.  How many more of the ladies had similar circumstances?  I might have to find out, meaning I might have to ask Leisel to find out. 
 
    “Thank you for your help.  Your face is somewhat scorched, but it’s not too bad,” I lied, casting another healing spell on it.  “If you can keep it clean and don’t scratch at it for the next few days, it should heal right up.” 
 
    “Is it really not bad?” he asked, anxious and hopeful. 
 
    “Does it still hurt?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “See?  If it was serious, it would still be hurting.  Take care of it and you should be fine.” 
 
    “I… I can’t see.” 
 
    “I’ll find someone to take you home.” 
 
      
 
    It turns out Osric owned a moderate amount of equipment, despite his current cash flow problems.  With him escorting Nameless Guard #1 home—and detouring to fetch his horse and collect things on the way back—Hazir took me aside. 
 
    “Are you certain you wish to include Osric in your plans?” 
 
    “He seems a decent sort.” 
 
    “Despite trying to kill you?” 
 
    “I’m more used to it than I like to think about.” 
 
    “I do not believe I would trust him.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He was one of Tobar’s better instructors, until you defeated him.  Osric may harbor some resentment and plan a betrayal.” 
 
    “Remember that temptation I talked about?” 
 
    “To killing?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You are feeling this temptation now?” Hazir asked.  I growled a little and Hazir chuckled.  “Life is hard, my friend.  Betrayals are part of it.” 
 
    “If you don’t trust him, maybe you should come along.  You can keep an eye on him.” 
 
    “I would, but my responsibilities here preclude such a course.” 
 
    “Does the Hall of Ruling pay that well?” 
 
    “It’s a living,” he said, shrugging, “but there are other causes requiring my attention.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I cannot say, at the moment, although I feel you would be sympathetic.  We will speak of this in time, I feel sure.” 
 
    “I can respect that.  If you ever need a job, though…” 
 
    “I shall certainly bear you in mind.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 32nd Day of Varinskir 
 
      
 
    Things have mostly gone well in the valley.  We’ve cleared enough land to make plowing practical, so a squad of enterprising, practical-minded ladies figured out how to hitch up a horse and use the thing.  I can tell they’re not experienced at this sort of work, but given the culture they grew up in, the fact they’re even willing to try is a telling one.  The gender equality I see is on the surface, not down deep in the bone. 
 
    We’ve also had another dozen or so warriors of the female persuasion show up with questions.  Leisel is my official deputy and does the talking.  It’s more reassuring to them to have a woman explain how things work.  It gives the impression I’m more disinterested than I am, although I am pretty disinterested.  She handles just about everything of an organizational nature.  I just work in mysterious ways my wonders to perform. 
 
    She had a hard time handling Osric, what with him being of higher rank within her caste, but I backed her up.  He’s not pleased, but he’s also not arguing. 
 
    So, Osric.  After a couple of days on the road, he finally caught up to me in the valley.  He didn’t arrive in a happy frame of mind.  I gather most of the First don’t get out in the field any too often.  When he arrived, the first things he wanted were a meal and a bath and no nonsense about it, please.  Sitting at the community table, eating what everyone ate, and bathing in the community bend of the river did not appeal to him. 
 
    Leisel confronted him. 
 
    “This is not Sarashda,” she explained.  “You work with us to build something or you go away.  What’ll it be?  Chopping trees?  Plowing?  Cooking in the kitchen?” 
 
    “You must be joking!” 
 
    “I am.  The kitchen duty rotates.  You’ll stir and you’ll scrub.  Unless you have another skill.  Please tell me you know how to use a plow.” 
 
    “I am a warrior of the First!  I lead.  I don’t scrub,” he snarled, and reached for his mace. 
 
    I caught his wrist and lifted.  We’re about the same height, he and I, but I have an inch more reach and I had him by the wrist.  He wound up on his tiptoes, struggling for traction.  He almost punched me, but he caught the look in my eye inviting him to try. 
 
    “Osric,” I said, trying for a disappointed tone rather than an annoyed one, “I think you missed something important.  My fault, probably, for not riding back with you, but I was in a hurry.  So I’m going to explain this without inviting you to pick up a weapon.  There is no council of nine in this valley.  The usual rules in Sarashda?  Forget ’em.  I’m the First—singular, not plural.  And you may note I strip out of my armor and work.” 
 
    I lowered him and released is wrist. 
 
    “I should have explained more clearly,” I continued, “but you and I were both distracted by Palan.  To be fair, this may not be what you signed on for.  If you can’t do this, I’ll give you some money for your trouble and send you on your way.  If you can do this, bear in mind Leisel is my captain.  She is in charge.  Not until you defeat her, either.  She’s in charge because I trust her to run the place well.  Someday, when we have more people and a better infrastructure, we can have elections or contests or whatever.  But, right now, we are in the field, not in the city, so unless I say otherwise, what she says, goes. 
 
    “Now, sit down at the table.  Eat whatever they put in front of you.  Then, when you’re calmer, you and Leisel can talk.  Leisel, please come with me.” 
 
    She and I walked away while Osric rubbed his wrist and scowled.  Great is the pride of the First, it seems. 
 
    “He’s likely to try and challenge you,” I told her. 
 
    “I know.  He’s better than I am.” 
 
    “First thing in the morning, we’re going to start having a warmeet.” 
 
    “Good.  We could all use the practice.” 
 
    “Every day.” 
 
    “Every day?” 
 
    “We live on the edge of civilization.  There will be bandits and barbarians.  We’re all going to practice and learn until we welcome being raided because we take all their stuff.” 
 
    “We?” she repeated. 
 
    “You.  Me.  Everyone else.  Osric, too, if he chooses.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want,” she said, sadly. 
 
    “And Leisel?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “He favors an overhand swing with his mace.  With the enchantment on it, the blow is likely to knock down anyone who tries to block it with a shield.  Don’t try to block.  Use a sweeping parry to deflect it.  He’s also in heavy armor.  Dance around him until he’s too tired to fight.  Wear him down.” 
 
    Leisel’s face blossomed into a full smile. 
 
    “Don’t underestimate him!” I cautioned.  “He’s fast, for a mace-man.  He’s stronger than you are and better armored.  If he hits you, you’re going down.” 
 
    “Then I best not be hit.” 
 
    “I agree.  I hope it won’t come to that.” 
 
    “Why?  Because you need him for something?” 
 
    “No, because if he survives challenging you I’ll kill him.” 
 
    “Oh,” she replied, in a tiny voice. 
 
    Fortunately, the two of them haven’t actually had it out.  I’m not sure if Leisel is trying to be diplomatic or if Osric is trying to be tolerant.  Maybe a bit of both. 
 
    I remembered to ask Leisel about Renata.  Leisel went away for a bit and returned with confirmation.  Palan used Renata for something other than her fighting skills, which Renata did not appreciate, hence the change in employment.  I guess being a refuge isn’t the worst thing for the valley. 
 
    We have several buildings, now, including a granary—well, a storehouse for food, anyway—a smokehouse, another barracks, a kitchen, a pair of latrines, and a roofed-over area for eating, drinking, and general conviviality.  Osric seems well-enough behaved.  At least he takes “no” for an answer.  It may have something to do with being outnumbered about thirty to one. 
 
    The mines are still rocky places, not holes in the ground, but I’ve been working on a chute system for the future.  When they dig ore, it’ll come out of the mine and get dumped down the chute to the smelter and smithing works.  There’s no sense in carting ore down a switchback, nor in hauling fuel up. 
 
    On the plus side, we have stone blocks to build with.  I’ve started work on a foundation for a fortification.  It’ll be a tower, at least at first, but every castle started somewhere.  My spells have been busily solidifying the ground while I’ve been clearing other places.  Bronze and I use one of the carts to haul blocks down at night.  Inside my mental study, I’ve drawn up the plans for the tower.  I’ll plug these into a stone-shaping spell when I start stacking rocks.  In fact, in another few days, I’ll start laying the first course. 
 
    In the meantime, we’ve been enjoying the morning warmeets.  There was some grumbling, at first, but I don’t run a warmeet the way they do in Sarashda.  We open with some stretching, some cardio, then some light resistance training—push-ups, sit-ups, those sorts of things—and I keep thinking of new things to add to the obstacle course.  Running over the tops of half-buried posts is my favorite, but the rope climb, vine swing, balance beam, and the Pit—jump down into a ditch, climb out the far side—are all I’ve got so far. 
 
    Today, during practice, I introduced a new wrinkle during a sparring session.  I squared off with Shelly, but we did it on top of the uneven poles.  I’ve done this before.  She hasn’t.  She didn’t do badly.  Welcome to my exercise for coping with uneven footing! 
 
    I haven’t had one—not one!—person complain about how this is pointless or stupid.  Unlike some knights I could mention, no one has had to get their ankles tied together and crawl across the practice field.  I’m not sure if they get why I’m doing these things or if they’re simply trusting me to have a point to it all. 
 
    Osric, I note, has not participated.  He does watch, but he clearly does not understand why I’m doing it.  I suspect he also views it all as beneath him, but it’s possible he just doesn’t want to risk looking stupid.  If you’re not prepared to look stupid, you’re not prepared to learn. 
 
    Leisel, on the other hand, is stepping up to this whole leadership thing and swinging for the fences.  She’s doing a fair job of organizing everyone and getting things done, but she does need the occasional nudge.  I help out by doing whatever I can.  The blacksmith in Spogeyzer, for example, makes all the usual metalwork, but there didn’t used to be such a demand for his services.  Likewise, other villages and towns up to and including Sarashda have a variety of goods we need. 
 
    I’ve started bringing the cart with me every time I leave.  If I don’t, Bronze looks like a four-legged rummage sale on the way back.  We haul more, but more slowly.  If we go at full speed, the wooden axles catch fire. 
 
    My shopping trips help by providing things we can’t yet make, of course, but by running the errands myself, it enhances her position.  I’m doing the fetching, she’s doing the ordering.  People don’t seem willing to argue with her.  At least, if someone has, Leisel settled it without bringing it to my attention. 
 
    She also decided to set up watchposts along the approaches to the valley.  There are two good ways in.  One is my road leading east, toward Spogeyzer.  A watchpost along there is easy.  We simply set up a guard position on the western end of the bridge. 
 
    I would have thought the other way into the valley was to the northeast, following the creek upstream, but I was mistaken.  Once above the waterfall, it’s a mountain stream and hard to follow, especially where it emerges from a narrow cut in the rocks.  The other end of the stream, at the southwestern end of the valley, isn’t much better.  It has a narrow channel and goes down a couple of small waterfalls—six feet or less for each of them.  I suppose someone could climb it, but you could say that about any random direction.  At least now I know why there are no fish in the water.  Salmon would have a hard time getting up those. 
 
    Instead, the other easy way into the valley is overland, along the western edge.  It’s a forested rise, almost a ridge between two rocky prominences.  The slope is an annoying one, not steep enough to be a climb, but too steep to be a hike.  With all the trees and vines, it’s not hard to go up and down, but I’d hate to try it with cavalry.  Putting watchposts there involves limited sight lines.  Fortunately, those rocky prominences have some good nesting spots for sentries. 
 
    I didn’t like it.  The jungle-like forest provided good cover for people on foot, and nothing else was going up or down the hill.  Sentries who can’t see are better known as targets. 
 
    One night, I cleared a line along the top of the hill.  We needed the lumber, anyway, to build the sawmill.  Bronze helped me drag it all down to the village.  I also laid a line of power along the cleared area, sending it down under the dirt and calling for stone.  Give it another couple of weeks and we’ll have a natural-looking rock wall there.  Anybody who approaches will be at least momentarily stopped and in a clearly visible position. 
 
    I am amused, however, at the signaling devices.  They are ziggurats of dry wood, each stick wrapped in vines and dry pine needles, and the whole thing covered in canvas.  Any flame will light the whole arrangement and either smoke or flame will be visible for miles.  The wooden watchtower by the barracks will see it and sound an alarm. 
 
    I’m torn.  If the alarm sounds, it means we have a potentially-lethal problem.  On the other hand, I get to shout, “The beacons are lit!” and ride out to whoever calls for aid.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 23rd Day of Kannaskir 
 
      
 
    We’ve got ourselves a nice routine going on.  First thing in the morning, we have our wake-up run and workout, followed by training and some mutual murder attempts with wooden sticks.  Then there are civic improvements, farm work, making and mending, hunting parties—a ton of stuff to build, maintain, and expand on a thriving little village.  The first of the week is always a day off, devoted mostly to recuperating and/or light work.  We have a village party in the evening, complete with music.  Several of the ladies know how to play an instrument, although the occupation of musician is clearly another social group.  We’ve mostly whittled woodwinds and a percussion section, anyway, so we’re hardly an orchestra.  Since there is music, there is also dancing, although it’s more group dancing than individual dancing.  I get asked a lot, but I’m not much of a dancer.   
 
    I notice Osric is getting asked to dance, as well. 
 
    He’s loosening up, but he’s spent a lot of time being near the top of the totem pole.  It’s hard for him to accept he’s just plain folks, now.  We had a little talk about it and I admitted there might be a more formal hierarchy, later, but out in the wilderness it would be best to do what was necessary.  He promised to think about it. 
 
    As part of the routine, I find I’ve been co-opted into the roles of disciplinarian, instructor, and training dummy.  Leisel keeps sending anyone who gets too confident in her skills to me.  They learn something new, every time, but they usually limp away with a smaller ego, too.  I also discovered the locals do not have a scientific system of unarmed combat, which rapidly turned into a class on unarmed personal defense.  They’ve already got good grounding in a variety of killing methods, as well as a willingness to hurt other people, so they’re picking things up quickly. 
 
    Other things developing quickly include Renata.  I finally met her and could understand why Palan was determined to recover her.  All the lady warriors have a certain beauty to them that comes with being strong and healthy.  It’s the glow of a vital, energetic body.  Some are prettier than others, however, and Renata—based only on her appearance—belonged in the caste of courtesans.  As a warrior, she’s medium-good, but most people wouldn’t believe she was a fighter. 
 
    The other reason Palan—and the whole House of Sarcana, presumably—wants her back is the fact she’s pregnant.  She’s not married—she wasn’t married to him even when he was alive—but she’s carrying his child.  This is an awkward situation in most other cultures, but here?  The way it should run is this:  She works for him, so she provides him with a child.  Since he’s the higher-class individual, it’s his child, although she might be tasked with caring for it.  If she leaves his employ, she leaves the child. 
 
    What is less clear is what happens when she discovers she’s pregnant and flees.  Under the local laws, it’s not a child until it’s born.  According to the priests, the soul enters the body of a child with its first breath, so until then, there’s only the anticipation of a child, which the gods may or may not permit.  Therefore, in theory, Renata was free to quit and go wherever she liked, with the understanding she would have a warrior-class child by herself—fatherless.  This isn’t necessarily a mark against a person, but it’s unlikely they’ll have a high station.  However, Palan obviously wanted her back.  Did he know she was pregnant?  Or did he simply miss his bedwarmer?  Reluctant bedwarmer, I should say, since Renata made it abundantly clear to me she would have gone with Leisel no matter what the circumstances. 
 
    When I told her what happened to Palan, her smile was disturbing.  I think the word I want it “predatory.”  She seems happier, though. 
 
    I’m not sure I’ll ever understand women.  No, I take that back.  I’m sure I’ll never understand women. 
 
    On the subject of predators, though, I had a rather nerve-wracking moment when I came out of my shower stall after sunset.  The local version of a mountain lion isn’t much different from the ones I recall elsewhere.  This one must have tracked me down and lain in wait until I came out of my showerhouse.  It sprang from up near the top of the waterfall and landed on me as I bent over to pick up my underwear.  Bronze gave me an instant’s warning, but we were both surprised. 
 
    Large cats want to kill me.  Smaller cats panic.  I still don’t know why. 
 
    While I was somewhat surprised, the big cat was even more surprised.  It pounced, slamming us both bodily to the ground.  It grabbed me by the neck and raked me with claws.  I reached behind my head and raked it with mine, pulling large pieces of its head away.  I got better.  It did not.  I soaked up the blood, cleaned up, dressed, and Bronze carried it back to camp for me.  It made a sizable addition to the next day’s stewpot. 
 
    The cat carcass went over surprisingly well, both in the pot and among the citizens.  I guess no one likes the idea of living next door to a mountain lion.  As a result, I took advantage of the surge in morale to get some help laying stones.  My tower-ish building is now a wall, and a sizable one at that.  Naturally, it’s not a uniform height.  Part of it is stairs leading up to the top.  Tonight I’ll lay some crossbeams and stack stones for stairs inside, then complete the first-floor wall.  With those in place, I can start on the second floor in the same manner.  Eventually, the wooden crossbeams and flooring will probably go.  A stone floor atop arched ceilings is doable, as long as the tower isn’t too wide.  Then again, if I put a central pillar in and have stairs around it—or in it—while the rooms surround it… 
 
    Later.  Possibly much later.  Right now, I only want a stone wall available for people to use as a defense. 
 
    We also have a few craftsmen interested in our valley.  I’ve pestered the smith in Spogeyzer enough, and paid people in Sarashda to spread the word, so members of the crafting classes have heard and come to look.  I’ve also taken a couple of prospectors up into the mountains to look at the sites.  They’re generally a bit confused about the stone blocks stacked all around, but I’m in a position to not answer questions.  I think we’re close to making a deal on the iron mine, at least. 
 
    I’m not talking about the silver mine just yet.  I don’t want to give some enterprising fellow the idea this place is a monetary target. 
 
    We’re also getting more regular traffic, mostly salesmen.  They roll in with a wagon, offer their wares, and roll out again.  It started a minor financial crisis, in fact.  The question was then raised about pay.  Until now, we’ve been relatively cashless, working to build a village.  Now there are people who want money for their wares, so the citizens need money to pay for them.  Which, of course, raises the question in my mind about where they’re going to keep their money.  In a box under the bed?  Bury it?  Keep it on them at all times?  I sense thievery in the future, but I didn’t complain.  I went into Sarashda, changed a gold brick into their ingot-coins, and paid everyone their wages. 
 
    I’m sure we’ll soon see what sort of police force we need. 
 
    As far as other forces go, we have our first official wizard.  Well, had one.  He came out to gauge the prospects, stayed overnight, and departed in the morning.  I don’t think he appreciated the rustic charms of living on the frontier.  He didn’t appreciate the repeated and unanimous refusals from the female citizenry, either.  I’m not too disappointed to see him gone.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 33rd Day of Kannaskir 
 
      
 
    The sawmill is running, albeit slowly.  It took longer than I thought to work out the right gear ratio for the waterwheel.  I suspect I’m going to be working out a clutch system, as well, so I can include a donkey wheel to supplement the waterwheel.  The creek or stream or whatever it is may be a lot of water, but it doesn’t have as much of a head on it as we need.  Would it be easier, I wonder, to build a millway, funneling more of the water through a narrow channel to turn the waterwheel?  I’ll try it and see.  But we’re starting to produce actual lumber instead of logs and beams. 
 
    With the coming of the planks also comes houses.  My tower is coming along nicely, but it’s about time we switched everyone else from barracks to bungalows.  I’ve laid out streets on either side of the stream.  Leisel marked off the areas for houses.  I contributed stones for foundation supports.  We’re going to have wooden, not dirt floors, since I don’t have enough stone to spare for all the houses to have stone flooring.  It’s on my list, though.  It takes time to subdivide a mountain. 
 
    The granary was more difficult in some ways.  It has to house grain, but it also has to be as rodent-proof as possible.  Additionally, having a basement to double as a root cellar or cold storage is also important.  This presents challenges for mundane construction, but, like the tower, stones have this mysterious tendency to join together when stacked.  Leisel keeps giving me significant looks when I display any sort of magical skill, so I’m doing my spells at night, mostly.  Things happen overnight and everyone wonders at them, but Leisel pretends she doesn’t know what’s going on—“Just be thankful for whatever patron spirit is aiding us,” is her usual answer. 
 
    I’m even more pleased the iron mine is going so well.  It’s not yet a paying proposition, but I have immigrant labor building a smelter, as well as knocking together their own places to live.  They’re mostly using lumber from the village and stone from the mine.  We now have one village and a mining camp. 
 
    The coal, silver, and copper mines are, incidentally, being turned into actual mines by my quarrying spells.  The process isn’t quick, but it’s relentless.  Every night, Bronze and I haul down the latest loads of stone from one of them while the other two keep working.  I have the basics of a tower coming along nicely.  In another week or two, maybe we can start on adjunct buildings and a defensive wall. 
 
    I don’t like how we don’t have anywhere to go if we’re attacked.  Hence the fortification. 
 
    We also encountered our first “barbarian.”  He certainly looked the part.  His clothes—what there were of them; it’s a warm climate—were animal hide and leather.  He carried a short stabbing sword of iron, along with a short, laminated horn bow.  His arrows were feathered with some sort of leaves I’ve never seen before and tipped with iron.  The man himself wasn’t too tall, but he was broad and thick and had a black beard at least a foot long.  He needed a bath.  Possibly a bath to get ready for a bath—elsewhere.  I didn’t want him in my river.  It’s possible the smell was deliberate, hiding his own scent from whatever he hunted.  If so, I applauded his dedication to his craft, if not his taste in perfume. 
 
    I presume he came over the western hill, through the forest, and stopped when he reached the cleared land.  After that, he watched us.  He made no attempt to hide.  I guess he figured he could be gone before we could cross all that open space. 
 
    I waved and went back to stacking stone.  He didn’t react.  I passed the word to leave him alone as long as he left us alone. 
 
    About dinnertime, we all sat down to eat.  He was the topic of discussion, of course.  The general feeling was he was a hunter who came up into the mountains for game and stayed to watch the women.  There was also some concern he might have a tribe nearby—a hungry one, willing to meet and eat strangers.  “Everybody knows” barbarians are cannibals. 
 
    “Leisel?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Would it be better to have hungry barbarians as neighbors when they think of us as food, or hungry barbarians as neighbors who think of us as a place to buy food?” 
 
    “The second one.  I’m not sure they know how to buy anything,” she cautioned.  “Every story I ever heard, they raided for what they could get.” 
 
    “Maybe I should go ask.” 
 
    “Maybe you should send someone.” 
 
    “But I like meeting new people,” I countered.  Leisel snorted.  She’s getting to know me.  “I should at least bring him a peace offering.” 
 
    “If you want to do this, I’ll send Velina.  She can handle him.” 
 
    “Which one is Velina?” 
 
    Leisel nodded at the tall, broad-shouldered lady halfway down the table.  I remembered her.  She picked up a hip-throw maneuver astonishingly quickly.  She also helped me up afterward.  She was clearly and definitely a woman, but it only led men to underestimate her.  Usually by quite a lot.  If Valkyrie come in brunette instead of blonde, she’s got a job in the afterlife. 
 
    “We’ll bring him a bowl of the stew and a chunk of bread,” I decided.  “See what he has to say for himself.” 
 
    “I don’t think any of us speaks their language.” 
 
    “See?  Another reason I should go.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “I hate you.  A little.” 
 
    “As long as you love me more,” I replied, and stood up.  People sat up straight as I did so and I gestured them back to their meal.  I gathered up a bowl and bread before taking a walk.  Velina followed me, carrying shield and spear. 
 
    “Leisel?” I asked.  Velina nodded.  Never much for conversation, Velina. 
 
    Our guest saw us coming and got to his feet.  I dipped the bread in the bowl and took a bite, munching as I walked.  He licked his lips and considered.  I waved the bread at him and held up the bowl.  He stayed put until we came within twenty feet. 
 
    “That’s far enough!” he barked.  My translation spell also translated the other words in his statement, but they were intensifiers of the vulgar sort. 
 
    “As you wish,” I replied, without intensifiers.  His eyes widened.  My translation spell works both ways.  I put down the bowl and bread.  “We only came out here to offer you something to eat and ask what you want.” 
 
    “You speak my language!” 
 
    “Of course.  It’s polite to use a guest’s language.  I am Al of Lucard, master of La Mancha Valley.  May I ask who you are?” 
 
    “Tog.” 
 
    “I’m pleased to meet you, Tog.”  Velina and I moved aside from the food and I gestured him to it.  He looked from us to the food and back.  He’d already seen me eat some, so he edged close to it, picked it up, sniffed it, tasted it, wolfed it down. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were so hungry,” I continued.  “Would you like to join us at the table?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Very well.  May I ask why you are here?” 
 
    “Hunting.  Game’s wary.  Think there’s a bear moved into the area.” 
 
    “Ah.  So, you’re ranging out farther than usual and you came across us?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  He chewed thoughtfully while considering Velina.  “What do you want for her?” 
 
    “You’re having a hard enough time feeding yourself,” I countered, grateful Velina couldn’t understand him.  Suspect, yes.  Understand, no. 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Well, if you ever want to work, we’ll feed you.” 
 
    “Work?  Doing what?” 
 
    “We’re building things.  That means digging holes, cutting trees, chopping wood, stacking stones—all the usual.  Someday soon, we’ll be harvesting crops, slopping hogs, feeding chickens, and slaughtering animals.  We’ll feed you for your labor.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.  Is there any other business you have here?” 
 
    He looked me up and down.  I’m taller, but much thinner.  He obviously didn’t think much of me, fancy suit or not. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I bid you good day.”  Velina and I walked away.  We made it about ten paces before he shot me in the back.  Velina glanced at me and I held her eyes as I kept walking, pretending I hadn’t even noticed.  There was no second shot.  We continued across the field and I kept my hands hidden under my cloak while recovering the arrow.  It penetrated my cloak easily enough in the daytime, so I pulled it on through.  I had the impression my cloak did not like Tog. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Yes, Velina?” 
 
    “Can I kill him?” 
 
    “I’m sure you can, but I want him to live, for now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s likely to go home.  He shot me and I didn’t even notice.  He won’t want to stay here with sorcery or black magic or whatever.  He’ll go home.  And I plan to find out where his home is, how many friends he has, how hungry they are, and what they plan to do about it when Tog tells them where he’s been.” 
 
    “If he’s dead, he can’t tell them anything.” 
 
    “If they know where he was going, they may come looking—before we know who they are and how many.” 
 
    Velina grunted what I took to be agreement. 
 
      
 
    I have two floors of a tower and part of a third.  I still don’t have a decent door, but it’s on my list.  Right now, it’s a curtain.  It’s enough for now. 
 
    After my sunset shower, I checked on my pet light.  It still seems perfectly happy, glowing merrily inside the dynamo diagram.  It’s been developing more colors.  Thin traceries of yellow, dark blue, and orange are spreading out from the center through the paler blue of the sphere.  It’s growing more complex, which makes me wonder.  Is it going to metamorphose into something else, like a caterpillar turning into a butterfly?  Or will it hatch into something?  It could, I suppose, be a larval form of a more complicated energy-state being, but most of the energy-state beings I know are gods.  They take their form from the desires and expectations of their worshippers.  This thing is absorbing undifferentiated energy of no particular attunement.  It’s got no guides on its formation and growth.  If it does… “hatch?”… what will it be? 
 
    Maybe I should go to a temple and ask.  During the day.  Surely, priests must be good for something. 
 
    Meanwhile, I unpacked my mirror and propped it against one wall.  Leisel stuck her head in. 
 
    “Velina says you’re planning to track Tog?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Do you want help?  I can have a squad go with you to cover you and carry lanterns.” 
 
    “I didn’t think we had many lanterns.” 
 
    “We have six, all glowing with magic since you ‘bought’ them from a wizard.” 
 
    I chuckled.  I bought them and brought them back, then handed them out after I enchanted them.  Leisel helped hide the fact I’m a wizard.  She suggested it, in fact.  It disturbs everyone with their view of how the world is put together.  If we keep being practical about getting things done, though, the traditional caste lines may become blurred. 
 
    “Come in.  Close the curtain.  You’ll want to see this.” 
 
    “Will I?” 
 
    “Maybe not, but it may help you plan things.” 
 
    “If you say so.”  She made sure the curtain was pulled hard across before she came over.  I laid down Tog’s arrow and used it as a component in my scrying spell.  One version of scrying brings an actual image to the mirror, rather than displaying a psychic illusion.  Tog was still in the woods, but he had a fire going and was clearly bedding down for the night. 
 
    “Where is he?” Leisel asked.  I drew the viewpoint directly up, through the forest canopy, and continued to rise.  Eventually, our valley came into view.  The rest of the scene was dark.  “He’s not too far away.  We could catch him.” 
 
    “No, I still want to see where he goes.  He’s made camp.  He knows he won’t make it home tonight.  His people may be the closest family or tribe or clan.  If they want to be neighborly, we can probably use the help.” 
 
    “They won’t.” 
 
    “If.  If not, looting the remains will also profit us.” 
 
    “Uh?  You want to have a war?” 
 
    “It’s possible.  I suspect it will be more of a slaughter or a skirmish, but it’s possible.” 
 
    “I’m not saying we can’t take them, but it depends on how many we’re talking about.  They don’t wear armor, but they do make iron for arrowheads and long knives.  They’ll also go into battle with no shield and two of those stabbing swords.” 
 
    “Which means they have either trading partners or both an iron mine and a forge.  If the latter, we’ll gain hammers, bellows, anvils, and the like.” 
 
    “Always looking on the sunny side of things, hmm?” 
 
    “Only half the time,” I told her, and did not elaborate.  I closed down the spell and the image in the mirror faded. 
 
    “Hey, hold on,” she protested.  “Can you look down the road with that thing?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Anywhere else?” 
 
    “Anywhere not defended by a wizard, yes.” 
 
    “Why do we have sentries, then?” 
 
    “Because I can’t sit here and watch all the time.” 
 
    “Oh.  I take it you’re going to go haul rock down the mountains again?” 
 
    “I’m not done with the tower, am I?” 
 
    “No.”  She sat on a corner of the worktable.  “You know, word gets around.  People know you don’t sleep.” 
 
    “Blame my insomnia.” 
 
    “They’re starting to think you’re not human.” 
 
    “In a good way or a bad way?” 
 
    “A good way, mostly.  I’ve hinted you might be more than human, being an enlightened soul.” 
 
    “I guess it beats being a less-than-human monster.” 
 
    “I thought so,” she agreed.  “It would also help if you showed any interest whatsoever in a woman.” 
 
    “It would?  Why?” 
 
    “You’re a mystery, maybe a monster.  If you acted like you cared about someone, it would reassure everyone else about you having feelings.” 
 
    “I have feelings!” 
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    “Since forever.  They get in the way a lot.” 
 
    Leisel pushed off from the table and stood quite close to me. 
 
    “All I know is you’re generous, strong, helpful, and deadly.  To a warrior like me, it’s a powerful combination.  I’m only saying it would be nice if you could be seen to care, too.” 
 
    “Everyone here is my employee,” I reasoned.  “It’s inappropriate, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It depends on if she’s willing.  There’s a big difference between being told to do something and offering to.” 
 
    “Oh.  I see.  I think I see.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So?  What is it?  Do you prefer men?” 
 
    “No, but thank you for asking.  I’m surprisingly boring.  It’s just—look, if I had a little warning, I would probably be all sorts of willing.  As it is, I have plans for tonight and no door.  How about I get a door, rather than a curtain?  Once I get to that point, you can… make another suggestion.  If you still want to.” 
 
    Leisel took a step back and eyed the curtain thoughtfully. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.  I’ll get someone busy on a door.” 
 
    “Thank you.  For everything.” 
 
    “On a related point?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Would it be inconceivable for me to sleep here, in the tower?” 
 
    “Help yourself.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Leisel agreed.  “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever worked for a man like you.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “You’re… I don’t know.  Not stuck-up, exactly.  Not standoffish.  It’s like you really don’t mind going a week or a month without someone in your bed.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” I agreed, “mostly because I don’t have one.” 
 
    “Wait.  What?  You don’t have a…?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “How did you lose it?” she asked, sounding sympathetic. 
 
    “I simply haven’t bothered to build one.” 
 
    “Build one?  Are we talking about—build a what?” 
 
    “A bed.” 
 
    “Oh!  You don’t have a bed!” 
 
    “What were you thinking?” I asked, grinning, and escaped into the night.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 3rd Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    I have a door.  Crap.  I thought for sure the weekly party would have slowed her down at least a little, but no.  There’s a big piece of lumber mounted in the doorway of my tower, complete with bar and bolt.  She’s also moved a bed up to the second floor “for me.” 
 
    She seems serious. 
 
    For the life and death of me, I simply do not understand why some women find me attractive.  Is it the wiry build?  Some women go for that.  Is it the pure-black hair?  It can be attractive, I guess.  Is it the apparent wealth?  Maybe, but I didn’t think Leisel cared too much about it.  Could it be power?  She knows I have abilities usually divided among more than one caste of people in the Empire.  She listed a few qualities.  Maybe I should ask her for a complete list. 
 
    On the plus side, I’m almost done with the basic tower.  The roof will be the tough part, since I don’t have a real mason, but I’m going to cheat.  I’m building a wooden arch so I can put blocks on it, making a half-circle arch for a roof.  Once I pile rocks on it, they will mysteriously fit together, as though pre-cut to fit an arch.  Once they’re stable, I’ll turn the wooden arch and add another stone arch at ninety degrees to the first.  The arches will expand sideways even as I add more of them.  I’ll even stack some stones at the top so the material can flow downward, filling in the gaps.  Eventually, I’ll roof over the entire top floor with a solid hemisphere as it all flows together.   
 
    The method for building masonry domes was seen as early as the Roman period, but I don’t know it.  I never thought I’d need to know the difference between a squinch and a pendentive!  So I cheat. 
 
    It’s not a vitality process, not like the mountain.  This is a straight-up spell, like a hyperactive repair spell.  It’s constantly trying to spread the available material out into the shape it’s programmed to “repair” the material into.  I can build a converter to turn magic into vitality, but it’s a poor conversion.  It wouldn’t work as quickly as the spell will.  If I wanted to be flashy, I could stand in the center of the tower and raise my hands and call on the stone to flow upward into a dome, but I’d need to set up a dozen stone-shaping spells, one for each arc of the circle, and burn enough power to open a major gate.  I’ll take my time and substitute some physical labor, moving stone, and let the spell incorporate it. 
 
    This process of dome building is lengthy and finicky, but I still have stone coming down from the mountains.  Eventually, I’ll have to lay out other structures around—and to be connected to—the tower, but first we need a courtyard.  Then we need a courtyard wall, I think, as an outer defense.  We have barbarian neighbors and they don’t look the sort to return the lawnmower.  They look more the type to steal the lawnmower, break into the garage, smash the car, kick in the door to the house, have a wild party, steal anything they didn’t break, set fire to the house, and deny everything afterward. 
 
    I kept an eye on our visitor.  Not a constant watch, but enough to track his course.  He didn’t go over the rise with the “natural” rock wall at the top.  Instead, he followed the stream.  There’s a semi-path beside it through the waterfalls, involving climbing.  I suspect he comes to this valley to hunt more than he admitted.  It’s a good place to find game.  Once down to lower ground, he followed the stream back to his village. 
 
    I do periodic spot-checks on them.  If they start heading our way, we should have two days or thereabouts before they can be here.  It’s overland travel, on foot, with no road.  If they do march, I suspect they’ll take their time.  They’ll know they have a narrow choke point to squeeze through and they’ll think we won’t know they’re coming.  Leisel agrees, and is quite pleased to have a surprise of her own planned for them. 
 
    For whatever reason, the local armies do not favor archery.  The locals know about bows, but they use short bows for hunting and for some of their retail killing, but the bows aren’t really for war.  They’ve never developed the long bow or the crossbow and they don’t have units of archers.  They use bowmen as light cavalry, mostly for scouting and harassment.  Leisel tells me any actual engagement usually involves massed forces marching toward each other until their lines meet.  Since we’re dealing with unarmored barbarians instead of “civilized” war machines, she has everyone who doesn’t already own a bow practicing with slings.  They’re cheap, quick to make, and can be quite effective.  They do take a lot of room to use, though, which forces people to spread out more than I like.  I’m thinking about other options. 
 
    Another bit of good news is the iron mine.  It’s starting to produce.  It’s a dirty, unpleasant job, chipping away at a giant rock to get to the good stuff inside it, but it’s what you do in a mine. 
 
    I should pay more attention to the mining village, because we really have two villages going on, here.  The mining camp is nearly two miles from the tower!  It says a lot of good things about Leisel that I never had to pay attention to them.  They’ve built a smelter, fired charcoal, and knocked together the usual buildings to house and feed the miners.  They even have a dance hall and a bar, staffed by even more immigrants. 
 
    I wondered where all the money I give Leisel is going.  Now I know. 
 
    Across the valley, buildings are also going up at the coal minesite.  I’m guessing we should have started with coal, but the lack of metal has really been hurting us.  Making a trip to pick up a keg of nails, not to mention a pot, pan, or pocketknife, is tiresome.  And making charcoal isn’t a fast process around here, nor is charcoal the best fuel for a smelter. 
 
    As a stopgap, I’ve stepped in and modified some of the local technology.  The trick to making charcoal is to burn off the volatile stuff in the wood without igniting the wood, itself.  Heat it to release the impurities, burn off the impurities, but keep the oxygen away from the wood.  This results in charcoal. 
 
    I can do that.  They have a magical charcoal-making chamber, now.  Well, a higher-tech charcoal chamber, with a few magical enhancements.  It’s going much faster.  Plus, the smelter also has some heating upgrades—the usual stuff.  A filter to increase the ratio of oxygen forced into it, a heat-reflecting spell to keep it from wastefully radiating heat, a heat-transfer spell to take heat going up the chimney and pre-heat the incoming air, all that stuff.  Plus, the chimney is taller, to increase the force of the draft, and I have their smith—we have a smith!  Woo-hoo!—working on a drum fan to replace the bellows. 
 
    We had a bit of a conflict over what I wanted to do with the fan.  I assumed he knew who I was and gave him orders.  He didn’t take them.  Told me he worked for the Captain—pretty lady, very serious, don’t mess with her.  I told Leisel and she nearly died of embarrassment.  After that, we had introductions.  I get the impression our smith, a big block of a man named Galdor, has a hard time finding employment because of his attitude.  He’s not respectful to his “betters,” as the locals might put it.  Even after I drew out and explained what I wanted and why, he merely agreed to do it.  He didn’t even pretend to be respectful beyond using the appropriate honorifics.  I like him. 
 
    I wonder if his attitude will change when he see how well it works. 
 
    I also asked Leisel to task some of our less-muscled ladies to help him in the forge.  While it’s true a woman is generally at a disadvantage when building muscle mass, I’d like them all to be as strong as possible.  We may be facing a bunch of muscled-up barbarians in the near future and I’d rather not have one of my guardswomen swept aside because she can’t stand up to the blow.  Leisel disliked the idea, at first, but eventually decided it would make a good punishment detail.  I didn’t argue. 
 
    I’m still nervous about them being in the field, but it’s my heart talking, not my head.  I know they can carve through three times their weight in untrained meat, but I feel they’re ladies and shouldn’t have to.  Dammit.  I have to keep reminding myself.  I should know better, but I work with them every morning and I’m liking them more and more. 
 
    Osric, on the other hand, I am liking less and less.  He’s taken to hanging around the mining camp instead of the village.  The people around the camp are more respectful of him.  I think he’s also enjoying the independent service-industry contractors—the prostitutes.  Apparently, they’re considered part of the “craftsmen” caste, although pretty far down the list, bordering on “laborers.”  They’re still considered skilled labor, though.  I haven’t asked how the castes work out their internal pecking order and I’m not going to. 
 
    Osric also broached the subject of going to battle with the barbarians. 
 
    “Are we going to attack them?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted.  “They’re a fair distance away.  I’d prefer to let them come to us so we have the advantage of ground.” 
 
    “You sound as though you are planning to go to war with them.  They do not understand war.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “They do not maneuver until they find advantage.  They are butchers.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow,” I admitted.  “If they’re coming to kill us, surely having the home ground is an advantage.” 
 
    “It is, but they will not bow when their defeat is clear.” 
 
    “Clearly, I’m not understanding.  Maybe you should explain like I’m new to this whole warfare business.” 
 
    “What would you have me explain?” 
 
    “Let’s say you were running a war.  What’s the most recent war you can think of?” 
 
    “Mmm.  I would think Termalada and Kiristada, perhaps seven years ago?” 
 
    “It’ll do.  How did it go?  Forget why they went to war.  Once they decided to, how did it play out?” 
 
    Osric thought about it for a bit, trying to think of a way to explain.  Eventually, we went down to the riverbank and found a smooth stretch of dirt.  He drew a lot while he explained.  The armies of the two cities maneuvered, marched, countermarched, and so on, each trying to gain an advantage over the other while blocking advances toward their respective home cities.  The war ended when Kiristada’s diversion drew the bulk of the Termaladan forces off.  The Kiristadan forces smashed through a light screen of Termaladan infantry and marched up to Termalada, investing and besieging the place.  Termalada didn’t make a fight of it, either.  The Mazhani of Termalada came out, ceremonially surrendered, and the war was over. 
 
    “So, aside from the skirmishes on the way, the was no actual fighting?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course not.  In war, the objective is to achieve a strategic victory.” 
 
    I refrained from comment.  While he was technically correct, the local take on “strategic victory” was remarkably different from my definition.  The locals maneuvered their armies like a chess player maneuvering pieces.  Once they moved into a checkmate position, the loser surrendered.  Never mind the city might be able to withstand a siege.  The victor was at the gates, so a quiet capitulation was in order.  They don’t think of it in the way I do:  Crush the enemy, see them driven before you, and hear the lamentation of the wounded. 
 
    I would ask if this makes me a bad person, but it’s hardly the only thing. 
 
    “I see.  And, with barbarians, there isn’t a war.  There is only a battle—possibly several battles—until one side or the other is dead.” 
 
    “Or fled,” he agreed.  “You cannot expect them to comprehend civilized standards.” 
 
    “Of course not.  They’re barbarians.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, how do you feel about going into battle against barbarians?” 
 
    “I don’t,” he sniffed.  “Barbarians do not understand the rules of war.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.  As a member of the First, I would captain my men on the field.  I direct others to achieve a strategic victory.” 
 
    “If one of the First has to fight, he’s done something terribly wrong, eh?” 
 
    “Terribly, yes.” 
 
    “Thank you, Osric.  You’ve really helped a lot.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure.” 
 
    Sadly, I think that’s the most work I’ve gotten out of him.  If and when we have a war, maybe he’ll turn out to be an excellent strategist.  I’m not counting on it, but it’s worth a shot. 
 
    Perhaps more valuable is the influx of warriors arriving today.  We also gained a couple more families of farmers and some craftsmen, but eight warriors—mostly men—rode into the village to ask about employment.  Leisel took care of them, made sure they were fed and housed, and had someone give them the tour.  If Leisel likes them, I’ll hire them and she’ll put them to work. 
 
    We’re getting to the point we need more… how to put this?  We need fewer warriors and more workers.  I’m going to have to send people out to try and woo more people to our village.  We have a lot of civilians, but we’re still mostly a military base at this point. 
 
      
 
    This afternoon, one of the ladies jogged up to me while I was hip-deep in the stream.  As usual, my hard armor was bundled up on Bronze, mostly because it looks silly to be digging, chopping, or hauling in it.  In this case, I was digging out rocks to finish the millway.  The millway is already having some effect, but I want it built high enough so we don’t get overflow and waste water power. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Leisel wants you.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Tower.” 
 
    “Take a minute, catch your breath.  Is it an emergency?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I turned to the ladies helping me with my millway project.  They agreed they could do without me.  I ducked under the water to rinse off, climbed out with a hand from the messenger—she nearly fell in; I’m heavy—and Bronze carried me off to my tower.  Leisel waved from the door and disappeared inside.  I dismounted and followed her. 
 
    “Bolt the door,” she called, from upstairs.  I did so and headed up the stone steps as they curved along the inside wall.  The ground and second floors don’t have windows, for obvious reasons, so the second floor was somewhat dim.  Not as dim as I am, sometimes.  Leisel met me by the head of the stairs. 
 
    “The door is up,” she pointed out, “and you have a bed.  Do you have more excuses?” 
 
    “No, but I have a question.” 
 
    “Ask.” 
 
    “You’re a grown woman and you’ve proven you can make responsible decisions.  Are you sure this is what you want?” 
 
    “I’m certain.” 
 
    “What, exactly, do you want?” 
 
    “We can discuss long-term plans some other time.  I have more immediate plans and they require your help.” 
 
    “My help?” 
 
    “Well, not necessarily yours.  I’d prefer for you to be the one.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “A woman has needs, too.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    She didn’t explain.  Instead, she kissed me, hard, pinning me back against the wall. 
 
    On second thought, maybe she did explain, sort of. 
 
      
 
    Later, we lay in the bed and rested. 
 
    “Thank you,” Leisel told me.  “I’ve needed that.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied.  “I’m honored to be chosen.”  She chuckled. 
 
    “Don’t mistake me.  If you’re willing, I’m willing.  It doesn’t need to be more complicated than that.” 
 
    “I try not to assume.” 
 
    “I know.  I was a little worried about what you’d think.” 
 
    “Not so worried as to ask me first?” 
 
    “I’ve never had a man say no,” she told me.  “My worry was about you making assumptions.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “That this was a standing invitation.  I decide—you don’t order.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I admitted.  I considered what this would mean for me.  If she wanted me at night, this could be problematic.  Afternoons?  Mornings?  During a long lunch?  Fine.  This could be tricky. 
 
    “So, hungry?” she pressed. 
 
    “We missed dinner,” I cautioned.  Leisel stretched and rolled over to nestle closer to me.  The thin chain she still wore around her waist made a metallic sound as she turned. 
 
    “We should probably get out of bed,” she suggested.  “Unless you want to order food brought to us?” 
 
    “What am I, a despot?  We eat at the table with everyone else.  But I do have a question.” 
 
    “I’m feeling expansive.  What do you want to know?” 
 
    “What’s with the chain?” I asked, hooking it with a finger where it circled her narrow waist. 
 
    “This?  It’s a charm.” 
 
    “I could tell it was magical, but I haven’t seen the spell before.” 
 
    “It keeps me from getting pregnant.  I know what I like and I like it pretty often.  They’re expensive, but I damn sure wasn’t doing without.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief.  I was wondering how to bring up the subject of the possible consequences.” 
 
    “I’d rather bring up something else, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Her reply was not verbal, but it left no doubt about what she meant. 
 
    I did a quick run-through on possible replies.  With the sun going down, my biology was about to become mere anatomy, which brought up other questions.  Leisel knows I’m a wizard and a warrior—two castes, not just one.  I’d like to think it’s not an open secret, but a lot of suspicious things are happening around the valley.  Most of them can be attributed to magical devices, I hope.  But Leisel doesn’t know I’m an actual monster.  I can probably keep my vampiric nature a secret from everyone else, but if Leisel is going to expect further intimacies, it’s going to be hard to explain why I’m—shall we say, “unavailable?”—after sunset. 
 
    Is it worth the risk of telling her?  I do need a comfortable base of operations if I’m going to get any real work done on analyzing alternate timelines.  How much have I invested here?  If she goes a little nuts and I have to uproot and vanish, how much of a hardship is it?  On the other hand, if I have a fully-aware accomplice, things will go much more smoothly.  She’s a complication, but maybe a useful one.  She does seem to like me, and I like her. 
 
    I guess it all comes down to whether or not you trust someone. 
 
    Well, maybe statistics, too.  If I fail my Charisma check here, I can start over elsewhere and roll another check.  Eventually, I’ll make it. 
 
    “Speaking of bringing things up…” 
 
    “Already there.” 
 
    “Not that, although we’ll get back to it.  There are things you should probably know about me.” 
 
    “I know most of what I want to know,” she countered.  “You mean what you say, you value your word, you treat your mazaki with respect—” The word, mazaki, literally translated meant “lesser ones.”  Rather than a slur based on social standing, it simply indicated anyone I actually employed.  “—you’re rich and powerful and don’t seem to have the ego that usually goes with that.  You’re also refreshingly direct.  You head straight for what you want and cut you-shaped holes through anything in the way.  I like you.” 
 
    “I like you, too, but there’s more to me than that.” 
 
    “Oh, I noticed.” 
 
    “Let go of that and listen.” 
 
    Leisel abandoned what she was working on, propped her head up on one hand, and looked down at me. 
 
    “You sound serious.” 
 
    “This could affect your long-term plans.” 
 
    “Oh.  Well, my short-term plans worked out quite nicely.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “My only complaint is your teeth.  You nibble too hard.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” she said, and added, “But I ought to remind you, while I’m open to doing this again, I’m not in love with you.” 
 
    “That’s a switch.” 
 
    “You expect everyone you take to bed to fall in love with you?” she asked, almost sneered. 
 
    “Not even close.  It’s more I have this idea the men are the ones who want to have sex without attachment.  And you took me to bed.” 
 
    “I said it earlier.  Women have their needs, too.”  She shrugged.  “Everyone does.  Ask ten people how they satisfy theirs and you’ll get fifteen different answers.  You’re my answer—for now—and I’m happy with it.  Is this going to be a problem?” 
 
    “No, I shouldn’t think so.  And, as I said before, thank you for the honor of being your answer.  Let me know if you have another question.” 
 
    “I will.  And, if you feel the need, if you ask I might answer, too.  I’ll take your orders as your warrior, but not as your kushimir.” 
 
    Kushimir meant concubine, but it specifically meant someone who was not of the appropriate caste.  Rather than someone hired and paid to carry out those duties, it was closer to a girlfriend.  It still retained clear overtones of a dominant and subservient relationship. 
 
    “Fair enough.  With that settled, there are a couple of things I ought to mention.” 
 
    “Please.  Don’t get…” 
 
    “Intimate?” I guessed. 
 
    “Not that kind of intimate.” 
 
    “I won’t.  But if we’re going to occasionally ask and answer, so to speak, there are things you’ll discover.  I’d rather share them up front than have you stumble across them and run screaming, never to be seen again.” 
 
    She looked at me keenly in the dim light.  With no windows on the second floor, the only light was from the open trapdoor to the as-yet unroofed third floor.  It was fading, but not yet sunset. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I should be offended by your estimate of my courage or concerned at what you have to say.” 
 
    “All I ask is you promise you’ll say nothing, same as before.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    I lay there and waited.  She continued to consider for rather longer than I anticipated. 
 
    “I have one question,” she answered, finally.  “Do you have a woman?  A wife.” 
 
    The question was tricky to translate, mostly because the word “wife” encompasses a lot of territory.  The language included terms for something like a concubine or harem, but this wasn’t the same.  In terms of marriage, there were more than one type, hence multiple words for “wife” or “husband.”  There was a prime wife—or husband.  Maybe the term “mate” is closer—The prime mate, the galvanais, is for the purpose of carrying on the bloodline and family name, but these could be nothing more than breeding agreements.  Then there was a sight-mate, the rezeet, what I might call a “trophy wife” or a “trophy husband,” meant to be seen and admired, and often the face of the house in social settings.  There might also be a work-mate, the vidat, who shared the other partner’s interests and goals.  Sort of a co-manager of the household and its resources.  One could also have a love-mate, a milette, married for emotional reasons, apparently in any combination of genders.  A man or woman might have one or more mates for each of these positions, or all the types might be embodied in one, or the one might embody any combination.  The locals are surprisingly tolerant of such things. 
 
    A concubine or a harem, by contrast, were technically employees, not formal members of a household, but even they came in different flavors.  The technicality, of course, being their status could suddenly change if one found favor—or disfavor—with a member of the family. 
 
    Leisel’s question was whether or not I had any sort of wife—generically, a sayeva—at all. 
 
    “I admit I…” she trailed off, looking for a word.  “I did push you, but I’ve never known a man to be upset by it.  Maybe not agree, but never upset.” 
 
    “I’m not upset.  And no, I don’t currently have a wife.  I’m not against it, either.  We can discuss it after sunset.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m laboring under a curse,” I decided.  “It’s a hazard of going out and killing awful things.  Sometimes there’s backlash.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    I sat quietly while Leisel watched.  I kept my amulet turned off so she could watch the process.  She didn’t say anything during my transformation, but she did wrinkle her nose a bit at the smell.  I waited, looking at her with eyes like holes and skin like charcoal.  I thought about showing her the extendable fingernails, fangs, and the tongue, but the color change alone was enough to take in.  I’m just glad my shadow behaved itself.  No sense in hitting her with all of my peculiarities at once. 
 
    She surprised me.  Leisel crouched in front of me and picked up one of my hands to examine it. 
 
    “Wait a second,” I cautioned, and cast my cleaning spell to at least put the goo in the chamber-pot bucket.  I put the lid on it and held out my hand again.  “Go ahead.” 
 
    She rubbed the skin, examined the fingers, rotated my wrist. 
 
    “It’s a hand,” she announced. 
 
    “Well… yeah.” 
 
    “Are your fingernails always so sharp?” 
 
    “You should know.”  She worked her shoulders and winced, nodding.  It struck me that she complained about my teeth, but not about my fingernails.  I wondered what it meant. 
 
    “All right.  You sweat like someone poured a chamber pot over you and you change color.  This happens every time the sun goes down?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And it all goes back to normal at sunrise?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why haven’t I seen this before?” 
 
    “I have a magic talisman to force my coloration to be normal at night.” 
 
    “Wise.  What else is there?” 
 
    “Does there have to be something else?” 
 
    “There usually is,” she replied, darkly. 
 
    “I sense a history.” 
 
    “Don’t change the subject.  What else is there?” 
 
    I licked my eyebrow and brushed my hair back over one ear with a tongue-tip.  Her eyes widened. 
 
    “Is it only like that at night?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So, you’ve been holding out on me?” 
 
    “Uh… no?  Not exactly.  I just—” 
 
    “You’re in trouble for not telling me about that sooner!” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You should be!  Now, what else?  Besides the ears.” 
 
    “Sharp teeth?” 
 
    “I already noticed those.” 
 
    “That’s most of the physical stuff.  What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s… unusual.  It’s strange.  It’s not frightening, not to me, but it could be to others.  It might be different—it would be different—if I didn’t know you.” 
 
    “I’m sure it would be.” 
 
    “Don’t make light of it,” she warned.  “Most people would run screaming at the sight of a demon like you.” 
 
    “I know.  It’s happened.  I try to be careful.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “Let’s see.  I’m a highly-proficient warrior, I work magic, I turn into a dark-skinned creature of the night when the sun goes down, and I have a tongue long enough to wrap around my own head.  What more do you want?” 
 
    “Whatever else there is.” 
 
    “All right,” I sighed.  So much for breaking it to her in stages.  “Blood likes me.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “Not at night.  I said, blood likes me.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “It crawls over to me and soaks into my skin.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen it.” 
 
    “It only happens at night.” 
 
    “Can you show me?” 
 
    “Sure, if you want to bleed a little.” 
 
    She went through her stuff and drew a belt knife.  She pricked a finger and came toward me, but I held up a hand. 
 
    “Let it fall on the floor.” 
 
    The blood dripped to the floor and immediately crawled toward me.  I put a hand down to make things easy to see as it crawled to me and soaked in.  Leisel watched, fascinated. 
 
    “I have another trick,” I told her.  “Let me see your finger.” 
 
    She held it out and it started bleeding more freely. 
 
    “If I’m trying to kill someone at night, they tend to bleed out rapidly.  Now, hold the cut closed.”  She pinched it shut and I worked my flesh-welding spell on it, sealing it up.  She examined her finger carefully. 
 
    “It’s still sore,” she observed, rubbing her fingertips together. 
 
    “I saved you at least four days’ wearing a bandage.  What more do you want?” 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later.  So, you’re… what?  Under a curse?” 
 
    “Sort of, yes.  It’s a long story and I won’t finish it tonight.  It’s hard to explain, but either I’m in a symbiotic relationship or I’ve adapted to being a hybrid.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Neither do I, not really.” 
 
    “I think I should.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll try and explain my biology…”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 4th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    Leisel was not entirely pleased with my biological limitations at night.  On the other hand, she had to admit I did get a lot done while most everyone else was asleep.  She went to bed and I went to haul rocks. 
 
    While stacking blocks in the cart—there’s only so much it will hold in a single trip—I was interrupted by Bronze.  She tossed her head and stared keenly in the direction of the village.  I caught her alertness and looked where she looked.  It didn’t seem too unusual, but I saw a man climbing down from the watchtower beside the barracks.  Moments later, four more emerged from a house, escorting a lady.  She didn’t seem to have much choice in the matter.  Her head was covered in a sack, her hands and arms tied to her body, and her legs seemed a bit wobbly to me.  Three men walked a line of horses quietly down the dirt street.  In a matter of minutes, they were all on their way, calm and quiet as you please. 
 
    I really ought to wear my armor more often.  I don’t feel prepared without it.  It’s just so inconvenient to wear it all the time. 
 
    “Did someone just kidnap one of my guardswomen?” 
 
    Bronze thought so. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    It seemed serious to Bronze. 
 
    Annoyed, I grunted something, chocked the wheels, and unhitched her from the cart. 
 
    “Let’s go see why there isn’t an alarm.  We set up a bell specifically for alerting people to shenanigans.” 
 
    Bronze whisked me down in nothing flat, stopping and blowing fire by the climbing-corner of the watchtower.  I didn’t go up.  I didn’t need to.  I smelled blood, which gave me a dilemma.  I saw a life up there, but it was fading.  If I went up, it would fade much more quickly as all the blood rushed out.  It was already running down one pole, hurrying to me. 
 
    Fortunately, my tower was close by.  I woke Leisel up rather suddenly.  Two minutes later, she scampered up one of the four posts of the guard tower to check it out. 
 
    “Get up here!” 
 
    “I can’t.  She’s bleeding.” 
 
    “I’m holding her together!  You get up here and do your finger trick!” 
 
    “It’s not a finger trick,” I replied, disdaining the climbing pegs and scampering up another of the tower’s tree-trunk legs.  “It’s a relatively simple spell to rejoin connective tissue—” 
 
    “Hurry!” 
 
    Up on the platform, the lady on guard duty had a nasty crack in her skull, but the knife-wound missed her heart.  She was unconscious and bleeding into her lung.  I didn’t see any physical damage to her brain, but I’m not a neurosurgeon.  Still, it all looked like things I could fix.  I fixed them, or mostly.  Seal the wound, knit flesh together, tell blood vessels where to plug into each other, and persuade the lungs to let blood into the bloodstream—tricky, that one, but she was running low and needed every drop. 
 
    Leisel glared at me, reining in her desire to ask questions until I finished. 
 
    “Who did this?” 
 
    “Those eight men who came into town looking for a job?  I think they intended to pull one, not get one.  They left with someone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “She had a bag over her head.” 
 
    “Point out where she came from.” 
 
    We looked over the solid rail of the guard tower and I pointed out the building. 
 
    “Renata, probably,” Leisel decided.  “She doesn’t live alone.  There may be more people who need your finger trick.” 
 
    “I don’t call it a finger trick.” 
 
    “Whatever,” she shot back, clambering down the pegs.  I jumped down. 
 
    “You go in first,” I told her.  “If they’re alive and wounded…” 
 
    “Oh.  Right.”  Leisel went inside, called for me, and I came in.  Two women with wounds were on the floor.  One was beyond my scope; her blood loss was from a stab to the side of the neck.  The other lay awkwardly, from a single blow to the back of the neck.  By telling her body to breathe and her heart to beat—no matter what her nervous system had to say about it—the neck was fixable.  I explained this to Leisel. 
 
    “If they lose too much blood, you can’t fix it?” she asked, eyeing the blood on the floor as it crawled over to me.  Cleanup at your murder scene is a breeze with Necrokleen, new from Nightlord Enterprises, makers of all sorts of undead products! 
 
    “You’d be surprised at my limitations,” I told her, straightening the neck with fingers, tendrils, and extreme care. 
 
    “But you can fix this?” 
 
    “It won’t be done tonight, but yes.  Now let me concentrate.” 
 
    “What about Renata?” 
 
    “Do you think they can outrun me?”  Bronze snorted outside, briefly illuminating the interior.  She stomped.  The house trembled.  “Excuse me.  Do you think they can outrun her?” 
 
    “Uh… no.” 
 
    “Then let me work.  Renata’s next.” 
 
    So I aligned all the bones, gently pulled the various nerve fibers into place, and wrapped everything from brainstem to the C7 with a healing spell.  It’s my understanding nerves don’t grow and don’t heal.  Hers would.  She would have some physical therapy in her future, but I felt confident she would walk, talk, and breathe on her own again.  I wasn’t sure how long it would take or how many times I would have to adjust things, though, so I gave her the most powerful regeneration spell I knew and juiced it hard. 
 
    “How did they do this?” Leisel muttered, pacing. 
 
    “Surprise and brute force.  Look at their hands and arms.” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “No defensive wounds on this one.  She was surprised.  The other one, stabbed in the neck?  She has a cut on her forearm.  She also has torn skin on her knuckles and the edge of one hand.  She didn’t have a weapon in hand and she struck her assailant.  If she cried out, it was too brief to alert anyone besides the sentry, and they probably started with her.” 
 
    “I want him.” 
 
    “Can I have the rest of them?” 
 
    “You?  What for?” 
 
    “I don’t want to frighten you.” 
 
    Her response was not ladylike. 
 
    “I’m not frightened,” she continued.  “Tell me.” 
 
    “I’ve done terrible things.  I’ve been a terrible thing.  Sometimes, I still am.  Even I have a hard time accepting just how terrible a thing I can be.  What I want—what I can reasonably hope for—is to be… less terrible, I guess.  To be like I am around you, like I am here in this valley.” 
 
    “A soft-hearted, gooey-centered sucker?” 
 
    “We’ll discuss that later.  What I’m getting at is I have the capacity to be something awful.  I don’t like it.” 
 
    “There is no amount of awful sufficient for this.” 
 
    “Stop talking.”  Leisel blinked at me and straightened up from beside the woman I was working on.  “You do not understand the horrors I have committed.  You do not know the regrets I have over atrocities I have performed.  Ask me about them some time when we are alone and the sun is shining, because I will not speak of them in the dark!” 
 
    Leisel was silent for nearly a minute while I focused on my healing spells.  Brains are the worst, but spines?  Spines I can do.  They’re complicated and slow, but doable.  I tried not to think about using That Voice.  I didn’t mean to do it, but it was actually a good sign.  My altar ego might still be around! 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, finally.  “You’re right.  There is… there are many things I do not know about you.” 
 
    “I snapped at you.  I shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “No, it made me listen.  You’ll tell me?  Later?  Because I want to know.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Then we’ll talk about it later.  What are you going to do now?” 
 
    “Bronze and I will ride out, find them, and recover Renata.” 
 
    “What about the men?” 
 
    “If they don’t come back, they will have to be one of the things we discuss later.” 
 
    “As long as I do get to know,” she insisted. 
 
    “No secrets?” 
 
    “No secrets.” 
 
    “I won’t hold you to that,” I promised.  “If you tell me you don’t want to know…” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “I have a lot of repressed anger.  Some of it may leak out from time to time.” 
 
    Leisel swallowed.  She and I looked into each other’s eyes as we spoke and I think she was remembering what my eyes look like under the illusion. 
 
    “We’ll see,” she said, finally.  “I’ll ask when I want you to tell me.” 
 
    “As you wish.  Now, I think she’s going to be okay for tonight.  I’ll work on her some more when I get back, and tomorrow.” 
 
    “I want to come with you.” 
 
    “I need you here—I need my vidat here, if you’re willing.  Someone has to sound the alarm, run the invasion drill, and get the sentry down.  And get ready for Renata.  She may be hurt.” 
 
    “You’re asking me to be your vidat?” she gasped. 
 
    “I trust you,” I told her.  She didn’t dither.  She made up her mind instantly. 
 
    “I accept.” 
 
    “Take command of the valley while I go recover Renata.” 
 
    “Can I help you into your armor?” 
 
    “I won’t need it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
      
 
    Bronze and I went into full stealth mode and vanished up the road.  This slowed her down a bit, having to run with damped flames and eerily-quiet hoofbeats, but she still did better than fifty miles an hour.  Nothing alive was going to outpace her. 
 
    The riders were already past our checkpoint and across the bridge.  It was dark and they were leaving, so the sentry didn’t see any reason to light the beacon.  Pity.  I was looking forward to it.  I made a mental note to ask Leisel about fortifying the position, though.  A physical gate, or even just a roadblock at the western end of the bridge would be an improvement. 
 
    They were well past the bridge, following the road through the thick forest of the mountainside.  We closed up to within a hundred feet, still silent and moon-dappled in the dark.  The trees blocked most of the light, but there were still random shafts of silver.  One man trailed about a hundred feet behind, acting as rearguard.  Bronze and I were a silent shadow almost beside him and he didn’t even know we were there.  He grunted slightly as I drew the vital energies from him.  He wore a charm against magical effects.  It slowed me down when I wrapped him in tendrils and yanked out his vitality.  At this range, with nothing to distract me, it couldn’t stop me.  The things really need some sort of chime or light or other alert to let the wearer know they’re being attacked.  His first clue was when he felt tired, exhausted, and nothing, in that order and about that fast. 
 
    He slumped in the saddle and I reached out to steady him.  Bronze told his horse to wait right there, and it did.  It would stand there until it died, I think, if we didn’t come back for it. 
 
    This made us the rearguard for the kidnappers.  At least, in shadow and moonlight, we were close enough.  I uncoiled tendrils all around, reaching, laying one invisible thread after another on my targets.  One for each man, but none for Renata.  They also wore protective devices, so I had to concentrate, forcing each tendril to drill through the mystic shield around each man’s spirit.  There was no way to drain them all quickly enough.  If I tried, they would notice and we would be in a fight, which would ruin my concentration. 
 
    But if they didn’t notice?  If I teased out a trickle of vitality from each?  I could drain them gradually, like a garden hose siphons out a kiddie pool.  It’s been a long day, it’s been a tough night, it’s late, I’m tired, will this ride never end, and I could sleep right here in the saddle… 
 
    Bronze did the walking.  I sat silent and still, focused on the thin streamers of life wafting back along my tendrils.  The range didn’t help, but I was shooting for a gradual effect anyway, so the rate of drain didn’t matter.  Bronze kept pace with them, freeing me to close my eyes and concentrate.  Occasionally, when my concentration faltered, I had to start again, drilling each tendril through those pesky shields to siphon off more energy.  It took a while, but the cumulative effect was inevitable. 
 
    We made it another three miles or so before one of them fell from his horse, scale and chain mail clanking as he thudded down hard.  The rest perked up, reined up, and a wave of exhaustion fell on them.  They were already half-drained and tired, but now I hauled on their energies like a cowboy snapping a lariat tight.  Bronze closed in, making my efforts more effective with proximity.  Most of them also fell from the saddle, but a couple simply slumped.  None of the horses bolted, but I knew why. 
 
    Bronze stopped beside the captive.  I pulled the sack from Renata’s head.  If she was a more fainting-flower princess-type, I might have observed how she was scantily clad in moonlight, with a tumble of loose, dark hair falling almost to her shoulders.  As it was, she immediately looked around to number her captors and find a weapon.  She didn’t quite know what to make of the scattered bodies.  It took her a few seconds to recognize me in the moonlight. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Did you intend to leave us?” I inquired. 
 
    “No, sir!” 
 
    “Then who are your companions?” 
 
    “They work for the House of Sarcana.”  She looked around at the slumped and fallen forms.  “What happened?” 
 
    “Never mind what happened.  Why do they want you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I bet it has something to do with this baby.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was a stupid question, now I think of it.  Can you get back to the village on your own?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I cut the ropes binding her and sent her on her way.  Once she started her ride back, I counted six men around me—seven, with the rear guard.  No doubt they had one more ahead as a scout.  Well, he would notice they weren’t following him, eventually.  I hoisted men onto their horses and tied them in place before he came back to see what was wrong. 
 
    “Good evening,” I called, when his life-glow came into view.  I waved.  He waved back.  One man, six bodies on horseback, no signs of a struggle… I’m pretty sure the book they use in fighter school doesn’t cover this.  He decided to ride a little closer. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, which was actually my second guess for what he’d say. 
 
    “Saw a lady warrior riding like hell back the other way,” I told him.  “Looks like she got free and beat the ever-living snot out of these poor guys.  Do you know them?” 
 
    “Are they dead?” 
 
    “This one isn’t.  I don’t think the rest are, either.” 
 
    He rode close and dismounted to check on them. 
 
    “They’re still breathing.” 
 
    “I thought so.  What’s with the woman, anyway?” 
 
    “None of your business, stranger.” 
 
    “I kind of think it is.” 
 
    “Oh?  And who are you?” 
 
    “Al of Lucard, and it’s my warrior you kidnapped.” 
 
    He drew his sword and I punched him in the guts, folding him up like an old-fashioned road map: badly.  While he lay on the ground, trying to breathe, I crouched next to him. 
 
    “Now, see, I’m not too clear on why the House of Sarcana is so concerned with one bastard offspring of a side of fried meat.  How much are they paying you to bring her back, anyway?” 
 
    After a little prodding, he named a price.  I had no idea what the going rate was. 
 
    “Sounds a bit low to me.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    I debated with myself for a bit.  Which way did I want to go with this?  How does it look from the other side?  I send eight men to recover a pregnant woman from a primitive village and none of them return.  Did they choose to stay?  Or did they vanish without a trace?  My other option was to send someone back with a warning.  Maybe a terrible warning.  Thing is, I don’t want to escalate this.  I want this to go away.  And lately I have been a bit, well, let’s say “tempery” to avoid saying “brutal.”  And I did sort of quasi-cremate what’s-his-name in the stands. 
 
    So, disappearance or dire warning?  Decisions, decisions… 
 
    “Tell me something.  Who hired you?” 
 
    “Naskarl.” 
 
    “Of Sarcana?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why does this Naskarl person want the woman?” 
 
    “Because of the baby?” 
 
    “Are you trying to be a smartass?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I picked him up by the belt and held him in the air while I stripped him of weapons.  He didn’t protest too much.  I suspect the groin strain alone was enough to keep him busy.  I dropped him and played with his dagger.  He lay on the road, curled up, groaning, hands between his legs. 
 
    “I am not in a good mood,” I warned him.  I broke the steel in my fingers like snapping a pencil.  “I have at least one dead guard at home and the prospect of more conflict to come.  This makes me want to skin you alive and leave you nailed to a tree as a warning for the next bunch.  I’m foregoing this impulse because I know it’s a low, unworthy one, but don’t test my resolve.  Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” he gasped. 
 
    “Yes…?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Now, let’s try this again.  Why does Naskarl want the woman?  Or, if you prefer, why does Naskarl want the baby?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  I really don’t.  He just told us what to do.  He didn’t explain why.” 
 
    “Who’s in charge of your group?” 
 
    “Londrin.” 
 
    “Do you think Londrin knows anything more?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Maybe.  He’s the one who picked us out, not Naskarl.  He got the orders.” 
 
    “I’ll ask him, then, when he’s more awake.  You, however, need to take a nap.” 
 
    I hit him in the face, hard, and gulped down most of his vitality.  He went out like a light.  At least he wasn’t in pain anymore. 
 
    Bronze and I left a minute or two later, leading a string of horses through the valley.  Where am I going to keep these guys?  I want to question them at greater length and possibly turn them into snack food.  I need a formal dungeon.  In the meantime, I know of a couple of caves, but nothing really suitable.  Maybe the beginnings of a mine would do.  The stones I’ve been hauling down from the minesites have made deep dents, really tunnels into the mountains.  We’re about to start mining for coal, so… silver mine or copper?  The copper mine is lower down and more accessible, so probably the silver mine.  It also has a lot of lead in it, but they won’t be staying long enough for it to matter. 
 
    We took the horses up the road and I offloaded my prisoners.  A couple of rocks, a handful of gravel, and a spell started the process to embed a leg on each man up to the knee in the stone floor.  Lacking tools, they weren’t going anywhere.  I loaded all their gear on the horses, put an alarm spell on the mouth of the tunnel, and went back down to the village. 
 
      
 
    Leisel, like everyone, was glad to see me.  Renata already told them her story.  She and the other two in her house were taken by surprise by warriors.  Two grabbed her, two dealt with her friends.  Sadly, screaming for help is not the first instinct of a female warrior.  Ah, well.  As a result, she was knocked half-unconscious, a bag put over her head, her hands and arms tied, and shoved up on a horse.  The next thing she knew, I was taking the bag off her head and everyone else was down. 
 
    This went over surprisingly well. 
 
    “So, what happened?” Leisel asked.  “Where are the bodies?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later.  Right now, Renata’s moving to the tower.” 
 
    “She is?” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Shut up,” I countered.  “Large, lying men showed up, nearly killed three, did kill one, and successfully kidnapped another.  I haven’t figured out how to make Naskarl of Sarcana leave you alone, so you’re going to sleep in the fortification until I do.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I don’t usually give orders,” I added, cutting her off, “but when I do, I expect them to be obeyed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Leisel?  Please see to it.  I plan to finish the top floor for Renata’s use, but there will be some shifting around until then.  I don’t want her on the ground floor—it’s one door to bash through and off they go.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “How else are we doing?” 
 
    “No signs of other movement.  Everyone’s accounted for here.  The ironworks didn’t even know there’d been a problem.” 
 
    “Good.  I’ll do a quick look around, but I think we can pack it up until morning.” 
 
    I did a scrying flyover of the valley.  There were no hidden squads of backup kidnappers waiting in the woods.  No barbarian tribesmen sneaking up on us, either. 
 
    With so much reassurance, Bronze and I hauled rocks down to the tower.  I got busy on finishing the dome over the tower top.  Once I decided to brute-force it, I chalked a circle on the floor, drew the symbols, stacked stone until we ran out, and spent an hour in concentration.  Some sections of the dome aren’t all that thick—it’s more like eggshell in some arcs—but it’ll keep the rain off and put a stop to any ideas about scaling the tower. 
 
    Speaking of the tower, it’s growing.  Downward.  I do need a dungeon, so the spells are still thickening the dome—slowly—but mostly it’s expanding the tower foundation downward.  Later, it’ll clear some open spaces for rooms and hallways. 
 
    We hauled rocks out to the bridge, too.  If we’re going to control access to the valley, we need more than just a watchpost.  By laying down the first course of stones, we can start the stone-growing architectural spells.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 5th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    First thing in the morning, I went up to visit Londrin and his squad.  I brought a pot full of stew, a bucket of water, and a cranky Leisel.  She’s grumpy when she doesn’t get her sleep, has a dead soldier, and discovers another can’t even feel her fingertips.  I reassured her about the damaged neck, but Leisel isn’t used to severe injuries getting better.  I’ll have to prove it before she’s happy. 
 
    I think she’s also a bit peeved about my/our bedroom being temporarily occupied by Renata.  What else was I supposed to do?  Put Renata back in the same room from which she was already kidnapped once? 
 
    Bronze waited outside while I unloaded the pot and the bucket.  Leisel walked into the tunnel and was immediately greeted by demands to be set free.  She swung her buckler and smacked one man hard enough to not only cross his eyes but shut him up.  If she’d hit him with the edge, she’d have killed him.  It’s sharp. 
 
    “Now listen up, all of you!  You’re captives.  You have certain traditional rights and I’ll do my best to see you get them.” 
 
    It was news to me, but I kept quiet, put down the food and water, and let her have the floor. 
 
    “Right now, there’s only one thing I want from you,” she continued.  “I want to talk to your commander about who, why, and how—all the usual things.” 
 
    “And I want,” I said, picking up on her pause, “to talk to the man who broke the neck of one of my guards.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Leisel agreed, and addressed the captives again.  “You heard him.  I’ll do what I can to help you, but he wants to execute all of you by drowning in boiling fat.  I suggest giving him what he wants.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said one man.  “Who are you?  How did we get here?  Where’s all our things?” 
 
    I drew Firebrand and headed for him.  Firebrand burned red, illuminating the tunnel and a lot of startled eyes.  Leisel put a hand on my arm. 
 
    “Sir!  Remember.  Prisoners.  They’re warriors, sir, not just some thugs hired in an alley.” 
 
    “If someone speaks in that tone again, I’m kicking his head down the mountainside,” I stated, Firebrand held out in a line toward the speaker’s eyes. 
 
    “What’s your name, warrior?” 
 
    “Kelak.” 
 
    “Kelak,” Leisel said, carefully, “and the rest of you.  This is Al of House Lucard, the master of this valley.  It’s his territory you’ve entered, his warrior you kidnapped, and, in one case, his warrior you killed.  He’s the one who hit you so fast you don’t even remember being brought here.” 
 
    “One man?” demanded another of the captives.  He followed his exclamation with a word.  Technically, it was a vulgar term for pig excrement.  I haven’t seen any cattle here, but I haven’t hunted any down.  I’ve seen lots of pigs, though, so maybe it was a reasonable substitute.  I cut his head off and kicked it out the tunnel. 
 
    For the record, it’s actually rather difficult to separate a head from a body.  There are a lot of things in the neck designed to keep the head attached.  Tendons, muscles, and let’s not forget the spine.  Taking someone’s head off usually involves an axe and maybe two or three swings.  I just make it look easy.  Of course, it’s not something one usually wants to put on the resumé.   
 
    The headless body spurted blood from the neck—Firebrand chose not to cauterize it, and it was a good choice.  The body flopped to the floor and continued pumping blood for nearly a minute.  I followed the startled-looking head and kicked it outside, leaving Leisel to discuss matters with some very cooperative captives. 
 
    We didn’t work out the whole good-cop, bad-cop routine.  It just happened. 
 
    The discussion inside went on for a while.  I found a nice rock and sat on it.  Bronze nuzzled my face and I scratched behind her jaw. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    You seem angry. 
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    Why? 
 
    “Because I have a valley of people, here, and someone painted a picture of constant kidnappings, raids, other criminal activity.” 
 
    Why do you care, I mean? 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    You don’t? 
 
    I had to think about it for a minute.  Did I care?  I guess I did.  I’m planning to kill some time here, do some experiments, gather data for my timeline research, and develop some rather esoteric and specialized spells.  I only need a stable place to work.  I don’t need to like anyone.  I don’t need to care.  I’m only here to kill some time until my real life catches up to me. 
 
    Except… 
 
    …except… 
 
    Except I’m not, am I? 
 
    This is the main trouble with being even remotely human while hanging around them.  Getting involved with them. 
 
    Why can’t I mind my own business, live in a cave, and never talk to anyone?  The most obvious reason is I need to eat.  Is there another reason?  Do I need people for some other purpose?  I’m generally good with living alone, minding my own business, and keeping mainly to myself.  It works for me. 
 
    Thing is, people keep finding me.  Keep drawing me into their lives.  Or, perhaps more accurately, their lives flow toward me and surround me.  Is this a side effect of being a soul-sucking monster?  Or is it a normal effect of being anywhere near people? 
 
    I held up the severed head and looked at him.  He didn’t seem interested in a conversation.  He wouldn’t even meet my eyes. 
 
    “No answers for me, hmm?  I hope your friends in the cave are more forthcoming.” 
 
    You still seem angry, Firebrand pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I guess I am.” 
 
    Not just about the invasion.  I mean you seem angrier than normal. 
 
    “Oh, you noticed?” 
 
    Bronze confirmed it.  I’ve been angry for some time, deep down, and not doing anything about it. 
 
    “That’s the easy part.  What am I angry about?” I demanded.  “Figure that out, why don’t you?” 
 
    We think it’s a number of things, mostly to do with the whole traveling in time. 
 
    “It’s under control!” 
 
    Is it? 
 
    “Don’t you start second-guessing—” I began, and broke off.  I have a telepathic sword and an empathic spirit animal.  They both think I’m angry and not entirely on top of it.  When it comes right down to it, so do I.  Maybe I should listen to them. 
 
    “Angry,” I agreed.  “Yeah.” 
 
    Take a minute, Firebrand suggested, and let us know what you want killed, okay? 
 
    “I’m not sure I want anyone killed, but I’ll take the minute.” 
 
    Was I still angry about the Orb and the gate and being forced back in time?  Well, not forced, I guess, in the sense of being physically dragged, but forced in the sense I didn’t have a better option.  Or, rather, I didn’t find a better option.  Just like the damned nuclear Armageddon option with the southern continent, I should have come up with a better option and I failed. 
 
    Yes.  I’m angry about it.  Why am I angry about it?  Because it was a forced move?  I hate being coerced into doing anything. 
 
    No, I don’t think that’s it.  It doesn’t feel right.  While it’s true, it’s not the whole enchilada.  Something else about it bothers me.  My own failure?  I’m not perfect.  I know I can fail.  I have ample evidence.  I should be able to accept failure.  There’s another part of it, but I don’t think that’s the whole of it, either. 
 
    Violation of causality?  Paradox?  The potential for horrific disaster?  The responsibility?  I have a lot of repressed anger, sure, but at what?  Why am I so angry?  If nail down the why, I might discover a way to defuse it. 
 
    Paging Doctor Freud. 
 
    Oh, my.  There might be a world out there, somewhere, with Doctor Freud in active practice.  No, I’m not going looking.  Bringing a therapist up to speed will only send them to a therapist. 
 
    I slid to the ground, folded my legs, and tried to remember my training.  Breathe in, breathe out, let the thoughts flow.  Everything is a thought and everything moves through the mind.  Don’t control the river.  Ride on it.  Cast the net of meditation in perfect stillness and the answers will come like fish. 
 
      
 
    The only fish I caught was a glowing sphere of light.  Three, in fact.  They clustered about, floating in various orbits around me. 
 
    Fine.  I’m distracted by proto-angels while I try to meditate on why I’m angry.  I can take a hint.  I’ll try again inside a suitable defensive barrier. 
 
    Inside the cave, Leisel finished ladling out stew.  The prisoners all drank from the same bucket of water and they had to share the only bowl. 
 
    “Did they cooperate?” I asked. 
 
    “Well enough.” 
 
    “Too bad.  Which one is Londrin?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Londrin didn’t immediately strike me as the commander type.  He was of middling height, middling build, with a no-nonsense haircut and unexceptional features.  He wouldn’t make a good coin.  He would be a background figure in a painting.  On the other hand, once he looked at me and I looked at him, there was something about his eyes.  He had a focused, penetrating gaze.  I had his attention, all of it, and he was evaluating me as a problem to be solved. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Londrin.  If I break you loose, will you come quietly and answer questions?  Or will I have to lock manacles on you and threaten to do something awful?” 
 
    “I’ve answered your yashmiri’s questions.” 
 
    Yashmiri, according to my translation spell, is something along the lines of a consort.  Like the various sorts of wife or husband, yashmiri was a genderless term.  In his opinion, Leisel was both my lover and my lieutenant, or my executive officer.  Sort of like a personal assistant with benefits.  Imagine a stereotypical Big Boss Businessman with a female secretary he’s banging on the side.  He runs the place, but when she says what to do, people jump because she works for the Big Boss and is either relaying his orders or is doing it because it’s what he would want.  Now upgrade it to a military version and it’s about right. 
 
    It says something about the culture when it has a word for this.  I’m not sure I like it here, but it may be my inner anger talking. 
 
    I crouched in front of Londrin and smiled my best predatory grin. 
 
    “First of all, she’s my vidat, not some yashmiri.  Your actions have offended me and your assumption insults her.  Second,” I continued, “did I ask you if you’d answered her questions?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Did I ask you to volunteer extraneous information?  Did you answer anything I did, in fact, ask?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You don’t know me, so you don’t understand how this works,” I told him, reasonably.  “Let me give you a brief primer.  Here’s what’s going to happen.  I’m going to ask you questions.  You’re going to answer them truthfully and fully.  If, for some strange, incomprehensible reason you choose not to do so, I will beat you until your eyeballs bleed.  If you survive, I will repeat the question.  If you still fail to answer, you will not survive.  Have I made myself completely clear?” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    I remained in my crouch, looking him in the eyes, and waited.  He stared back for several seconds before speaking again. 
 
    “You have made yourself completely clear,” he stated. 
 
    “You are a smart one.  I like that.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “And you have a terrible, possibly fatal habit of not directly answering the goddam question.  That’s three.  So here they are again:  If I break you loose, will you come quietly and answer questions?  Or will I have to lock manacles on you and threaten to do something awful?  Have I made myself completely clear?  Answer them directly and in order.  Now!” 
 
    “Yes.  No.  Yes.” 
 
    “Good!  Now, do you understand what ‘parole’ means?”  I thought he might.  Tassarian had a word for it:  Solivūm. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Give it, and we’ll walk and talk,” I told him.  He cast his gaze around the cave, catching a lot of looks from his men.  He grimaced.  I don’t think he liked giving parole in front of witnesses. 
 
    “It is given.” 
 
    I kicked the layer of stone surrounding his lower leg a few times, enough to crack it and work his leg free.  This did quite a lot to impress everyone.  Outside, Londrin was utterly well-behaved.  Being naked as a peeled egg in the presence of an armed man might have influenced his attitude.  Being looked at by a horse who snorts fire might also have been a factor. 
 
    We went for a walk while we talked.  The rough road wasn’t nice to his feet, and his manhood swinging in the breeze didn’t help.  I intended these to distract him so he would have a harder time coming up with convincing lies. 
 
    Naskarl of Sarcana hired him to hire others.  The mission was to recover the concubine—specifically, the kushimir; they have names for several different sorts of concubines, apparently—and return her unharmed.  Why?  Londrin didn’t know, but his guess consisted of speculations about the inheritance.  Naskarl was concerned about the primacy of his older brother’s offspring.  If it was a boy, it could inherit everything.  If it was a girl, it still might, but more of the legalities and customs would come into play.  A key point, though, was the survival of the child.  Simply killing the mother was regarded as a major faux pas, capable of bringing in the whole spectrum of priests and making the inheritance—and control of the family—a matter for the gods to decide.  Meaning, of course, the temple would get an even bigger cut before handing out the rest of the cake. 
 
    “And you were tapped for this job?  Why?” 
 
    “I am sworn to the House Sarcana.” 
 
    “The others are hired?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right.  We’ll get you some sandals and send you home.” 
 
    “Sandals?” 
 
    “Londrin, you’ve pissed me off.  I don’t like kidnappers.  I don’t like my warriors being murdered.  As it is, I have one dead and another who isn’t going to walk again for a while.  What I want to do is make you and your hirelings disappear.  You went to the valley to steal Renata and you never came back.  Naskarl can wait forever or send more—who, hopefully, would then disappear, as well.  After three or four tries, I’m sure Naskarl would get the point. 
 
    “Instead, I’m sending a message.  You are going to see he gets it.  This time, it’s the men who were sent.  Next time, I won’t be nice.  I won’t be understanding.  I’ll crush House Sarcana.  Do you understand the message?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Let’s go back to the cave.  You’ll want to bring your men.” 
 
    “But… you’re sending us out naked?” 
 
    “I offered sandals.  You don’t have to accept.” 
 
    “We’ll take them,” Londrin decided. 
 
    “I knew you were smart.” 
 
      
 
    Leisel confirmed the story Londrin told, or confirmed he told the same story to each of us.  Firebrand was of the opinion Londrin wasn’t lying, which only meant Londrin believed what he’d been told. 
 
    We rode along behind them as they trooped out through the main settlement.  At least they had sandals to wear, right?  I don’t think they appreciated being mocked by all the women, though. 
 
    “You’re really letting them go?” Leisel asked. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I’m surprised.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I expected you to do something more gruesomely horrible.” 
 
    “Do you hear what I hear?” I asked, referring to the jeering.  “That’s enough humiliation for a school play.” 
 
    “I meant physically horrible.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I mused.  “Some of those tongues are sharp enough to cut.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me about tongues.  I’m still not happy about you keeping yours a secret.” 
 
    “Can we get back to Renata and Naskarl and so forth?” 
 
    “If you insist.  Are you going to follow them all the way to Spogeyzer?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then let me off.  I’ll task someone to make sure they don’t come back to steal clothes or weapons.” 
 
    Leisel slid off and assembled a squad.  I turned over the escort-and-guard duty to them and went to find my patient. 
 
    Her name was Tessera, and she was lying on a cot in her house-cabin.  Physically, she was in fair condition.  Her body still didn’t move correctly, if at all, and her hands tended to curl awkwardly.  She couldn’t even relax properly with random twitches and mild flailing constantly going on.  I got back to work. 
 
    With my patient face down and her muscles forcibly relaxed, I moved her hair aside and started drawing lines all along the back of her neck.  The bones and discs and suchlike were almost entirely healed, but the casing wasn’t the issue.  The wiring was.  The healing spell already running would work… eventually.  A bit of guidance, some more focus, and an additional bucket of power would do everything a world of good.  The spell regulating her heartbeat and breathing would keep her alive, but there are other things regulated by the nervous system and I wasn’t comfortable leaving her to heal slowly. 
 
    My pet light—now more than a little multicolored—wandered in through the wall somewhere along the line.  It floated through Tessera’s midsection, floated up over the proceedings, and didn’t do anything.  It simply hovered in the room for a while.  I presume it was watching, in whatever manner a multicolored ball of light watches things, but I was busy with my own work.  I wondered why it was out and resolved to check its little house.  If something broke the containment circle, it might be out for a wander… or it might be looking for me to come fix it.  On the other hand, it might just be out wandering around.  I don’t know what motivates it beyond a divinity dynamo environment. 
 
    Leisel came in as I was working.  She stopped in the doorway for several seconds before moving in and to the side.  She watched while I hummed, drew lines, and waved hands over Tessera.  I don’t randomly wave my hands around.  I draw lines of force and guide energies.  Of course, to anyone who can’t see them, I’m randomly waving my hands around, so I still look silly. 
 
    “Tessera,” I said. 
 
    “Mmm?” 
 
    “Say something.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “Just making sure you could control your breathing and voice.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s comforting!” 
 
    “I fix people.  Doesn’t mean I’m any good at bedside manner.  Anything hurt?” 
 
    “I can’t feel anything.” 
 
    “Good.  It’s a side effect of calming your body down so it doesn’t move.  It’ll wear off later today.” 
 
    “Are you a physick?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Am I going to walk again?” 
 
    “Could you walk before?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “If you could do it before, you’ll do it again.” 
 
    “How about fight?” 
 
    “If you could do it before, you’ll do it again.” 
 
    “What about—” 
 
    “If you could do it before, you’ll do it again.  Are you sensing a pattern to my answers?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I went back to humming and handwaving until I had my spells sorted out and installed.  I rolled her over and arranged her on her cot, giving her the usual doctor-speak.  Keep calm, try to sleep, eat something, and so forth.  Leisel and I left the building.  Two of the other warrior-women went inside to tend Tessera. 
 
    “Are you really a physick?” 
 
    “No.  I’m a wizard.” 
 
    “So, you don’t know what you’re doing?” 
 
    “Story of my life.  No, in this case I have a pretty good idea.” 
 
    “Is she really going to…?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You say that with a profound depth of definitiveness.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Before I’m done with her, she’ll do everything short of fly, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.  Is this… is this some sort of… you know.  You.  With the eyes and the tongue and the rest.  Is it a power?” 
 
    “If you’re asking if I’m a demonic being with the ability to heal people, the answer is a definite maybe.  As it happens, though, what I’m doing with the finger-healing trick and the neck-healing spells are things anyone could learn to do, not unholy demon powers.” 
 
    “Then I want to learn.” 
 
    “You?  A warrior?” 
 
    “I can milk a goat, but I’m not a farmer.  I can chop down a tree, but I’m not a woodsman.  I can even plink out a bit of a tune on a simisiya.  I’m not a professional at any of it, but I can do it, and you said anyone could learn.  Even warriors?” 
 
    “Even warriors.  All right, you heretic.  We’ll have lessons.  Actually, do you think anyone else would want to learn?” 
 
    “Probably, but they might not admit it.  It’s one thing for a warrior to do farmer and carpenter work, but we do what we have to.  Actually violating the temple’s laws by studying another profession?  You’re right.  I’m a heretic.” 
 
    “Maybe we should keep this to ourselves.” 
 
    Leisel nodded and we walked together toward the tower.  My pet ball of light floated along on my other side for a bit, then swung around to float through Leisel, swooping through her midsection before returning to its position opposite her. 
 
    “Did you feel anything just now?” 
 
    “No.  Why?” 
 
    “It’s a wizard thing.  I saw something, but I guess it isn’t perceptible to normal people.” 
 
    “Isn’t that sort of distracting?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If you’re fighting someone and weird things happen only you can see?” 
 
    “Oh.  I suppose it could be.  Usually, if it’s that sort of fight, I’m too focused on killing the other guy to be distracted.” 
 
    “Fair point.  Do you have anything you want done today?” 
 
    “Maybe get someone to haul rocks out to the bridge for me.  I’m going to double-check the tower and spend some time thinking.” 
 
    “No distractions?” 
 
    “Bother me if it’s important, but handle anything you can.” 
 
    “That’s my job.” 
 
      
 
    My tower is a functional tower.  It’s not much of a fortification, all things considered, but it’s a stone structure and it’ll shrug off thugs with clubs or peasants with torches.  It’ll do for now while the walls continue to expand and thicken.  While I anticipate battering rams, I don’t really anticipate battering rams, but if I don’t anticipate them, they’ll definitely show up, if that makes any sense. 
 
    I’m back to the age-old question of how much effort to put into a defensive position.  No doubt I’ll return to this question the next time I find a new place to live. 
 
    I headed for the top floor, to seal it against distractions and spend some time thinking about my life.  Naturally, the distractions ambushed me on the way.  Renata, currently living on the second floor as my well-protected guest, buttonholed me to discuss the possibility of leaving her room. 
 
    My pet light whiffed through her, much like it did with Leisel, but it whiffed back a second time and stayed.  It disappeared into her completely and didn’t emerge. 
 
    I held up a finger to silence Renata and examined her with some care.  This wouldn’t work on most people, but Renata is both a warrior and in my employ.  I can get away with a lot before I have to explain myself.  She stayed quiet, lips pressed in a thin line, while I checked for… well, everything.  I had no idea what was going on. 
 
    After an extensive magical examination, I still don’t.  I wish this happened at night.  I’d see the energy manifestation of whatever happened as it happened, instead of trying to figure it out after the fact. 
 
    This presented me with a dilemma.  What do I do next?  Chase down this mystery?  Go take out my frustrations on a bunch of about-to-be-screaming naked men as they flee for their lives?  Stomp up to the top floor and meditate as hard as possible? 
 
    Ever had a day where you just want to go to the store?  You have to get some stuff and it’s the only thing on your list of things to do.  Then something else pops up, and you have to go—I don’t know—pick up someone.  Then you realize you have too much stuff cluttering the car and need to make room.  Of course, your trash cans are full, so you have to deal with that.  Now you have to add trash bags to your shopping trip.  And what about the pizza boxes?  They’re stacking up.  And you should start some laundry and let it run while you’re out, but you need to get the clean clothes out of the dryer.  Which you have to do anyway, if you want to have a clean towel for the shower after you take out the trash and before you go pick up someone before you go to the store… 
 
    Some days, you can field everything.  There’s a lot to do, and you can do it all.  Other days, to accomplish anything, you have to put your head down, your feet in gear, and power through one damn task at a time. 
 
    Is there anything I can do—right now—about Renata and my pet light?  No.  How about the Naskarl of Sarcana?  No.  Do I need to help with building a millrace?  I probably should, but do I need to do it now?  No.  How about a waterwheel?  No.  Plowing?  Barbarian hunting?  Mining spells?  Forge construction?  Politics in Sarashda?  Any of it? 
 
    Right now?  This very minute?  No. 
 
    What I do need to do—and can do, right now—is sit silently in my tower top and consider why the hell I’m such an angry person. 
 
    Who knows?  It might even help me accomplish other things.  But all those are for later. 
 
    I continued to the top floor, ignoring questions, and shut the trapdoor over the stairs. 
 
      
 
    One of the peculiarities of meditation is the alteration of time.  When I’m in my mental study, I get to think about things for a long time relative to the outside, physical world.  In meditation, it’s somewhat different.  Time seems to stretch forever, true, but the way I think is different.  It’s not a drive along a road through the mountains of logic toward a goal.  It’s more like becoming a wind and blowing through the forest of intuition to see what leaves fall. 
 
    I must admit, I paid more attention to manhandling and skullcracking than I did to meditative philosophy when I studied martial arts.  Still, there was meditation practice in my lessons, so I’m not completely untrained. 
 
    I spent an hour sealing off the top floor, making it as distraction-proof as possible.  Sound, light, vibrations, temperature, you name it, I planned to have at least a brief period where nothing and nobody would bother me. 
 
    I need the quiet.  The slightest thing can break my meditation.  I’m a hard focus sort, directing my attention on something until it melts.  Meditation is a much softer discipline than I am comfortable with.  My mind wants to focus on something, not let go of my focus!  Any distraction gives it an excuse to exercise its laser-like quality, which can be annoying, which further disrupts my attempt at meditation and makes me even more annoyed, and there goes my attempt. 
 
    Maybe I’m doing this wrong.  The classical meditation I learned involved sitting in lotus and letting everything else fade into the background.  I’ve done it—with a teacher—but it’s a rare thing to do it successfully and for any length of time.  There are other schools of thought, though, to which I was introduced, but not trained.  Maybe trying another technique would be useful. 
 
    So I stood up and adopted a stance.  There are sequences of moves in martial arts, some of which are combinations one may use in combat.  Others are more practice-oriented, to be done in a slow, controlled manner.  I started in on a long, slow sequence, much like a Tai Chi session. 
 
    With my private little world all sealed off and my upper mind suitably occupied, I asked myself why I was so angry.  Why do I have so much repressed anger buried inside me?  What’s the deal? 
 
    I left the questions behind me while I worked on going through every motion as smoothly and fluidly as possible.  Somewhere in the back of my mind, my thoughts bubbled like a witches’ cauldron on a coal fire. 
 
    I have a lot of things making me angry.  If I want to, I can go back all the way to Terri.  Being shanghaied into being a vampire.  Then large, ugly men beating up my best friend.  Losing Sasha.  Being sucked into otherworldly politics.  Being then sucked into multi-universal politics, also known as religion.  Forcibly and unwillingly becoming a king.  Oh, and the whole Demon King thing.  Let’s not forget losing Tamara, nearly losing Amber, and almost losing Tianna—twice!  Speaking of losses, didn’t someone once disintegrate Bronze?  There’s at least some irritation left over about that, to say nothing of the terror the thought of actually losing her brings with it.  Mary was kidnapped, my stuff was stolen, I was crucified, and an angel gloated over me.  People scared Tymara—there’s a big pile of angry I haven’t even touched.  And Johann—as much as I’d like to, Johann is an incident I’ll never forget.  Of course, wholesale slaughter of the Lord of Light’s pleasure-junkies didn’t do me any favors. 
 
    The list goes on and on and on of people and things who have pissed me off in one way or another.  So, having a lot of pent-up anger is, possibly, only to be expected. 
 
    But what has raised the pressure to the point where it’s leaking out through the gasket?  Why do I feel so short-fused now? 
 
    Chess. 
 
    Chess?  What the…?  Why chess?  What does that mean?  Why is chess important? 
 
    No, don’t focus on it.  Wonder about it.  I’ve got part of an answer and my brain is grabbing at it.  Open the metaphorical hands, let the concept loose.  Let it drift around and see what else it touches.  Treat it like a single ember and see what bright flames it lights.  Take a breath.  Don’t think about it.  Focus on breathing.  Focus on moving.  Focus on a glacially-slow punch.  Focus on balance in a ballet-like kick.  A thousand leaves will fall in the forest, but only one will ripple the surface of the pool.  Wait for the ripples.  Wait for the image in the pool to form.  Move slowly and focus on the movement while other pieces of my mind breathe on the leaves. 
 
    Dominoes, all toppling in sequence, running along paths to form patterns, diagrams, images. 
 
    Chess?  Dominoes?  Is my mind playing games?  No, the dominoes aren’t being played.  They’re falling.  So, chess and falling dominoes. 
 
    Dominoes falling… one after another.  Chess.  Gambits, sequences of moves forced by one move.  Connection? 
 
    I nuked a world.  The Orb escaped.  I followed.  Now, even though I go where I want and do what I want, the larger moves ahead of me are written, forced upon me.  Where did it start?  With destroying the cities?  Or with the creation of the Orb?  Or with the Demon King?  Or as far back as Sasha? 
 
    In this instant, my life—my entire life—seems a sham, a shadow-play, as hollow and pointless as a disused seashell, full of the same meaningless roaring, a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing. 
 
    This.  This is why I have such a deep aversion to the idea of time travel, paradox, predestination, and fate.  If time travel is possible, it’s possible to make everything I’ve ever done—possible for anyone to make their own lives—a farce of epic proportions. 
 
    And there’s part of the reason I’m so angry.  I’m a puppet dancing on strings and there isn’t even a puppeteer.  I’ve fallen into a web of rubber bands and I’m bouncing around with no control.  I’m riding the wave of the falling dominoes, unable to leap aside.  I’m playing chess, but my moves are forced in an inevitable series leading to checkmate. 
 
    There’s also the guilt. 
 
    As I admitted it to myself, my eyes snapped open.  My heart pounded, my palms were wet, and a dull ache from my tight-clenched jaw told me I’d hit the nail on the head.  I returned to a rest position and lay down on the stone floor, staring up at the high dome of the ceiling.  There’s the helplessness.  There’s the anger.  I’m stuck in a time loop like a sock in a dryer, spinning around.  But maybe the worst thing is the sense of shame and failure at what I’ve done, what I have to do.  No, what I have to undo. 
 
    I’ve been practicing denial a lot.  I’m good at it.  This, however, was a whole new level of trouble and denial wasn’t working.  I might not think about my temporal difficulties, but the gnawing anxiety about them was still there, constantly irritating me, along with the hidden knowledge of my own failure.  This is a Bad Thing.  A very Bad Thing.  Not only for me, but, potentially, for everyone around me.  Hell, for everyone within a thousand miles of me.  I’m dangerous when I’m in a good mood. 
 
    All right.  They say the first step in solving a problem is acknowledging you have one.  Fine.  Step one, complete.  It’s not like any of these things comes as any sort of surprise.  These things have been my—if I may use a totally inappropriate metaphor—cross to bear for an awfully long time. 
 
    So, yes, I’m angry.  Yes, I’ve definitely established why.  In that sense, I’ve made great strides.  Now, what do I do about it?  I’m not sure what I can do about it.  I guess everyone around me is going to have to cope with a grumpy vampire. 
 
    No.  No, that’s wrong.  They shouldn’t have to.  No, more than that, even.  They can’t.  The list of people who could cope with me in a foul mood is a short one. 
 
    I will have to cope with the grumpy vampire.  I will have to be responsible.  I have to acknowledge I have a temper-tantrum problem and be constantly vigilant. 
 
    Damn.  I’m going to have to grow up.  I’m no good at adulting! 
 
    This could be a problem.  I hope I can keep it my problem without it bleeding—or blasting—over on everyone around me. 
 
      
 
    Since the sunset was almost on me, I waited it out in the tower rather than try for the shower booth.  This isn’t so bad in a high-magic world, but I do prefer the ongoing rinse. 
 
    Once it was over, I went downstairs and looked Renata over again.  I didn’t see anything with vampire eyes my spells didn’t already tell me.  She’s healthy, beautiful, and slightly pregnant.  What else should I expect?  If she were possessed, I would notice, especially since I was looking for it. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing, apparently.  You’re perfectly fine.  I can’t find a thing wrong with you.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that before.” 
 
    “And no doubt you’ll hear it again from men who are interested in your appearance.  I say you have no defects requiring magical healing.” 
 
    “Oh,” she gulped.  My voice might have been a bit frosty.  “That’s good, isn’t it, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “When can I leave the tower?” 
 
    “When I’m satisfied the House of Sarcana is no longer treating you as a prize to be captured.” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    I checked myself before my snappy answer escaped.  Vigilance.  On it. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, gently.  “I apologize for that.  I feel they’ve forced it on me—on us, rather.  You’re free to leave the tower whenever you like, but I’ll ask you to have at least two other warriors with you at all times.  I’ll also ask you to quarter here, in the tower, at night.  At least until I settle things with the House of Sarcana.” 
 
    “And when will that be?” she asked, sounding a bit more optimistic. 
 
    “When it is.” 
 
    “I don’t like being a prisoner.” 
 
    “Think of yourself as the bait in a trap.  If a mercenary company comes to take you, we want to know where they’re headed—in this case, the tower.  We can contain and capture them more easily here,” I pointed out.  She nodded, more curious than worried. 
 
    “Do I get to be armed bait?” 
 
    “Aren’t you—no, I see you don’t have a weapon.  That’s an oversight.  I apologize.  You should be armed at all times.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  She relaxed visibly and even smiled a little.  “I was starting to feel like a prisoner.” 
 
    “I apologize again.  I may have overreacted to the kidnapping.” 
 
    “I accept your apologies, sir.” 
 
    “Get some sleep.  I’ll inform Leisel of the situation.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I went downstairs and did so.  Leisel nodded. 
 
    “You know Naskarl won’t be satisfied.” 
 
    “But will he shut up and stay out of it?” 
 
    “Doubtful.  There is a lot of money involved and the priests will take a hefty chunk of it.” 
 
    “So, it’ll have to be more expensive than the priests?” 
 
    “That… would be a lot of warriors.” 
 
    “Or property,” I countered.  “What does House Sarcana own?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.  I never worked for them.  Why?” 
 
    “Well, if all their businesses, houses, livestock, and other goods burn to ash overnight, they don’t have much to worry about when it comes to the temple offerings.  They can worry more about feeding themselves than screwing around with us.  And they’ll have a hard time paying warriors to run their errands, now won’t they?” 
 
    “It would almost be kinder to kill them.” 
 
    “Suppose I simply assassinate Naskarl and see if the next in line is more sensible?” 
 
    “That’s murder.” 
 
    “You disapprove?” 
 
    “Only when it’s not a fair fight.  Besides,” she pointed out, “We don’t have a vendetta with them.” 
 
    “A formal one?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Interesting.  What do we have to do to declare a formal vendetta?  In this case, I mean.”  I didn’t mention I had no idea how formal a vendetta might be. 
 
    “It involves the temple,” Leisel warned. 
 
    “They take a cut of the House’s wealth as an offering?” 
 
    “No, but they do demand an offering before the gods will permit it.” 
 
    “What kind?  And how quickly can we get it declared?” 
 
    “You want to declare a vendetta so badly?” 
 
    “No, but it’s nice to know how quickly we can go to full-scale operations if Naskarl won’t shut up and go away.” 
 
    “Oh.  It usually takes three days to a week for all the oracles and auguries.  For an offering, you might need to provide a good horse or the equivalent.” 
 
    “That’s all?  I would think it was more expensive.” 
 
    “Starting one is cheap.  Stopping one—after the fighting goes on for a while, it’s pricey to have the priests settle the vendetta.” 
 
    “Duly noted.  In the meantime, we’ll see what result the naked messengers have.” 
 
    I went on to explain about Renata’s freedoms.  Leisel looked relieved and promised to take care of it.  I left her to her business and went about mine.  There’s a lot of rock to be moved from the mine entrances, spells to be reinforced, and new spells cast.  I discovered I needed stone blocks and a lot of them.  Walls don’t spring up overnight all by themselves.  Fortunately, quarrying spells are faster.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 6th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    On an evening trip to my shower stall, I checked on the divinity dynamos.  Of course, my pet light wasn’t in there anymore, but neither were the dynamos. 
 
    My first thought was not, “Oh, goody.” 
 
    I arrived for the first time since my pet light disappeared and immediately noticed the lack of power consumption.  The magical intakes on the dynamos aren’t subtle.  I flipped open the lid and, sure enough, they were gone.  The containment ellipse was also gone, but it was intact.  Someone went to the effort of taking it down rather than scratching it out. 
 
    First guess?  A wizard noticed the power intakes and decided to investigate.  Upon investigating, he sees the power containment diagram and doesn’t know what to make of it.  It’s not a standard circle, after all.  So, rather than risk sticking his hand in it, he takes it apart—not hard to do, considering it wasn’t designed as a prison for summoned entities.  Then he can examine the dynamos more closely and discovers there’s the equivalent of an “off” switch.  With them both turned off, they stop sucking in magical power, stop rotating madly, and gradually spin to a halt. 
 
    After that, it’s just a matter of packing them carefully for transport.  Admittedly, they’re mostly orichalcum and osmium—read: extremely dense—so they weigh close to a hundred pounds apiece, but a suitable flying carpet, a Bag of Holding™, or simply a couple of strong servants could solve the problem. 
 
    What confuses me is my altar ego’s pattern crystal.  It was still there, apparently untouched.  It doesn’t radiate magic on its own, so I suppose a wizard might not immediately have an interest, but it’s still sizable for a gemstone and therefore valuable.  Why leave it?  I don’t know.  If I encountered one, I might not touch it, but only because I can see a little of the celestial-class energies clinging to it.  With my altar ego, it’s not a big deal, but with any other quasi-deity?  I’d want more elaborate preparations.  But a wizard wouldn’t—couldn’t—see such things. 
 
    How about priests?  Presumably, they’re attuned to such energies, or their gods are.  If they somehow sensed what little leakage there was, could they have come to investigate the dynamos?  The leakage wasn’t great.  It wasn’t a shining light in the darkness.  But the glowing coal of a cigarette can be seen a mile away on a dark night.  They might see the crystal and decide not to mess with it.  If so, why would they steal the dynamos?  Or did they take the dynamos and commit the sacrilege first, then notice the crystal?  
 
    All right, wizards or priests?  First off, can I locate either of my dynamos?  Where they are might give me a clue. 
 
    I fired up my Ring of Spying on the spot and hunted for them.  No soap. 
 
    All right, they’re shielded.  Possibly in an enchanted box along the lines of the things I saw in the wizards’ shop in Sarashda.  Fine.  I’m not pleased at them being stolen, but I was the moron who left them alone.  Out in the middle of nowhere.  Far away from any thieves.  In an unassuming, boring box made of raw timber and mud.  Heavily shielded to be inconspicuous.  Silly me, I thought being out in the wilderness would be enough.  Shows what I know.  It also tells me someone is paying more attention to what goes on out here than I like.  I may have to put together a scrying detector and leave it running.  How many people are being sneaky and subtle about their spying? 
 
    Son of a… That wizard who came out and hit on all the female warriors.  What if he wasn’t out here to chase tail?  What if he was an actual spy?  There might not be any scrying going on at all. 
 
    I am annoyed. 
 
    Part of my annoyance is I still don’t know for sure who stole my dynamos.  Wizards or priests?  They’re the only two classes who might have a use for them.  Wizards would be interested in magical mechanisms.  Priests would be interested in their power as a form of worship for their patrons.  Either way, they would try to keep their stolen goods hidden.  I have motivations but no evidence. 
 
    Regardless, someone stole my dynamos.  I may not have an immediate use for them, but I went to a lot of effort to build the damned things and I want them back.  If they’re locked in shielded boxes, they may be taken out periodically for examination and experimentation.  I’m okay with that.  I’ll try again at different hours of the day and see if I get a hit.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 13th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    Tessera has been easing into her recovery, day by day, but is making excellent progress.  She’s been pushing herself to move for the past week, from rolling over to sitting up to feeding herself, and now she’s walking, albeit with a bit of a shuffle.  She’s even determined to practice in the morning drills.  Leisel has Lennira working with her, taking it slow and easy, so Tessera’s nerves and muscles can adapt gradually.  She’s not back to her old self, not by several long jumps, but she visibly improves even as I watch.  I’ll keep adding an extra charge to her healing spells before every morning practice, now.  The combination of spells and practice should help her improve. 
 
    All the morning drills also have a new element, ever since the kidnapping incident.  Striking now involves the traditional martial-arts shout.  There’s a lot of synchronized shouting going on.  I’m told it has some benefit in the sense it adds power or focus or something, but I never noticed when I was learning.  What I want it for is so people will—effectively—scream for help.  I don’t like how the whole rugged individualist mentality made it easier to grab one of my people. 
 
    I’m still annoyed with Naskarl and I’ve never even seen him. 
 
    The warriors he sent made it to Spogeyzer without incident.  There followed some negotiations for clothes and food.  I say “negotiations.”  There was some begging involved.  I watched in my mirror as they called on the kindness of people in lower castes.  It amused me to no end to find the people were reluctant.  Not because it was a chance to mock someone of higher station, but because the warriors clearly found my disfavor.  Spogeyzer has benefited financially from us being here and they didn’t want to offend me. 
 
    Still, Londrin and his squad eventually managed to eat, at least, and get breechclouts.  Thus equipped, they made it from village to village, town to town along the road and eventually to Sarashda.  Londrin reported to Naskarl, or so I assume.  The house they went into was big, well-adorned, and shielded—I lost scrying lock somewhere in the grounds of the estate.  Once again, the wealthy, and possibly the merely well-off, can afford the magical equivalent of drapes.  Ah, well.  At least I know where the house is. 
 
    People also know where the valley is.  I haven’t seen any scrying spells near me—or not yet—but I don’t know what other interests this world’s wizards might have.  I still haven’t found my dynamos, either, despite tuning my Ring of Spying and leaving it running in a search.  They’re not being taken out of their shielded area. 
 
    A peculiar note in my observations of Londrin’s progress was the passage of a heavily-armored man.  He overtook the banished warriors and didn’t bother to slow down.  I thought I recognized the helm.  Sure enough, it was Osric, riding away from my valley and making for Sarashda. 
 
    He’s been haughty, self-centered, and useless the whole time he’s been here.  I’m almost pleased to see him go.  Almost, I say, because now I’m thinking in more deceitful ways and wondering if Osric was a spy for Tobar.  Was he?  Or was he simply looking for something better after losing his job in town?  He hasn’t liked it here, I know that.  Hard to tell, at the moment, what his motives were.  Doubtless, I’ll be subjected to the consequences of his actions later.  But, damn it all, he seemed like a reasonable, even likable guy when he was down on his luck! 
 
    I really need to interview people at night.  All of them. 
 
    From the Empire—mostly Sarashda—we’ve had another few dozen immigrants.  We haven’t yet hit the critical ratio of logistics-vs-military where we can let the warriors turn over all other activity to the civilians, but we’re getting there.  Warriors are doing fill-in tasks, rather than carrying the whole weight, though.  We also have enough miners so the coal mine is now fueling the smelter at the iron mine, which also means we have a mining camp at the coal site.  We’re a thriving little village with a couple of satellite communities.  Give us another month and we may be a village with three mining camps—the copper and silver mines are almost on top of each other, so maybe they can be mined by a single camp. 
 
    I’ve also noticed the barbarians are eyeballing us a lot.  We keep pushing back the jungle in our valley, but there are almost always one or two lurking at the edge when we call a halt for the day.  They avoid our workers, but they watch us.  I don’t know what they’re hoping to find out.  It can’t be simple curiosity.  It’s a two-day walk to get here and two days to get back to their village or town or whatever it is.  They either want something or want to know something. 
 
    I’m tempted to go ask, but I’m afraid I’ll wind up asking forcefully.  Or they’ll force me to ask forcefully. 
 
    On the plus side, I now have a dungeon.  Well, it’s really a basement one floor below the ground floor.  It’s a good place to store captives if it turns out I need to in the future.  Getting in and out isn’t hard—it still has the standard stairs along the wall and a trapdoor, but the trapdoor has a bolt to keep it closed.  I’m not sure we need even that much, at present, but it’s better to be prepared.  The underground areas will continue to expand from there, but having a place at all is the important part.  Elaboration will follow. 
 
    The rest of the tower is growing.  I don’t think anyone has noticed, yet.  The interior floors are getting slightly taller and forming support arches, but the top floor is just getting taller.  Presently, it will start growing arches and a floor, dividing the top space into two rooms.  One will be my workroom, the other will be my bedroom.  Leisel should be pleased. 
 
    I have daily shipments of tailings and overburden—waste rock from the iron mine—hauled in and dumped around the base of the tower, inside and out.  It’s slowly adding to the height and thickness of the tower, as well as spreading out to pave what will one day be the courtyard.  
 
    I miss my pet rock.  It would have grown into a full-sized castle by now.  It could have taken over the whole valley by now and be working on the mountain range!  My own efforts are miraculous, sure, but I’m a child playing with clay by comparison.  It’s a high-magic world, so my spells are practical and useful, but it’s hard to take the place of a reactor. 
 
    So, the valley is in good shape.  Since the warmeet in Sarashda is tomorrow, I’ve decided to go.  Leisel wasn’t entirely on board with the idea. 
 
    “What are you thinking!?” 
 
    “Uh, warmeet?  Third day of the week?” 
 
    “Last time you went, you killed the manzhani of House Sarcana.  Now you’ve sent a squad of their warriors back naked and unarmed with a message not to cross you.  And you want to walk into Sarashda—” 
 
    “Ride,” I corrected.  Bronze snorted hot agreement. 
 
    “—ride into Sarashda alone?” 
 
    I glanced at Bronze.  Bronze looked directly at Leisel.  Smoke issued from Bronze’s nostrils and her ears laid back. 
 
    “All right,” Leisel conceded, “not alone.  I don’t want you out on the sands without an escort, though.  Too many accidents are possible.” 
 
    “Are you telling me I need a bodyguard?” 
 
    “Are you telling me you don’t?” 
 
    “That’s beside the point!” I snapped, knowing it was exactly the point.  “Besides, how many bodyguards do you think I can bring?  Bronze can carry a hundred men, but they have to be stacked awfully high!” 
 
    “We have wagons.  Take four warriors as guards in the wagon and leave today with spare horses.  Switch horses tonight and keep going while the warriors sleep in the wagon.  You can be there for tomorrow, if you insist.  Next week would be better.  Either way,” she finished, “they’ll accompany you to the warmeet.” 
 
    “You think four bodyguards will make a difference if all of House Sarcana tries to come down on me?  It’ll just be harder to run!” 
 
    “But four warriors as an entourage will make more of an impression and mark you as wealthy and powerful.  Their presence will give people pause.” 
 
    I wanted to argue, but I’m not as up on the local cultural signals as I could be.  What I need is a master of etiquette to educate me.  I know they have someone like that and it’s a formal position, but it stays on the tip of my tongue, which can be rather farther away than for most people. 
 
    Well, with four warriors in my entourage, maybe I’ll make enough of an impression to hire someone. 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll take them.”  As I spoke, I had an idea for a troop transport wagon.  Moving ten or twenty warriors usually involves marching or mounting them on horseback.  A pair of horses and a wagon could move them more quickly.  “But while I’m gone, I need someone building a new cart with seats and a suspension system.” 
 
    “Suspension system?” 
 
    “Shock absorbers.” 
 
    “Shock absorbers?” 
 
    “Bump flatteners.” 
 
    “Bump flatteners?” 
 
    “Springs!” 
 
    “Springs?  What for?  I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’ll draw out what I want.” 
 
      
 
    In the interests of my solar scheduling, we left a little after sunset.  Bronze agreed to pull a cart, so we didn’t bother with extra horses.  Four warriors—all women, hand-picked by Leisel—stood in the cart and braced themselves on the rails.  The current cart has no suspension, only a bed on an axle, so every single bump in the road is a brutal lurch.  It doesn’t even have pneumatic tires.  The wheels are wood with iron rims! 
 
    Bronze kept her speed down in deference to the lack of seat belts, but we still had problems.  This was more than a little bit outside their experience.  We pulled over periodically to let them rest.  After the second rest, I crawled under the cart with a waterskin to extinguish the axle and put a thermal dispersion spell on it so we wouldn’t set it on fire by going too fast.  While I worked, I also took a shot at putting a spell both surfaces where the axle met the cart.  It wasn’t a perfect lubricant, but if the two surface had a smoother interaction, there would be even less heat. 
 
    With the flammability problem sorted out, I climbed in the cart with them to show them how to ride.  I grew up in a world where toy wagons, skateboards, and pickup trucks were the norm.  There’s an art to it, riding in the bed of a pickup truck while standing.  You don’t lock your legs and hang on for dear life.  You hold on, yes, but you keep your knees sprung, ready to flex and sort of surf over the shocks, damping out the sudden jolts and jostles.  Velina, the giant, black-haired Valkyrie, caught on almost immediately and helped me coach the other three as we continued. 
 
    Sarashda welcomed us in, as usual, without fuss.  Since we weren’t limited by mortal horses, we arrived before midnight and found a place for my guards to catch several hours’ sleep.  I, on the other hand, ducked out to find the labor mart.  I rented six servants for the next day.  Four would attend my guards while the other two searched the city for people and things I wanted. 
 
    Slavery is part of the caste system in this culture.  I’m not changing it overnight.  I’m hoping nobody brings slaves into the valley, though.  I have enough problems being an iconoclast and heretic as it is. 
 
    With the mundane matters tended to, I returned with the rental servants, sent them to bed, and got busy with some magical preparations.  I have a number of spells I routinely carry around, but most of them are for keeping my vampire nature a secret, or for healing injuries, or cleaning, or similar utilitarian purposes.  A few empty gems could conveniently hold some extra, just-in-case spells… just in case.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 14th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    Rolling out of bed around sunrise is a habit for the warriors.  The servants, too.  They have to be up and moving before their masters.  Having servants on hand came as quite a surprise to my retinue, but a pleasant one.  We sorted ourselves out, ate what the hotel—note that: hotel!  It wasn’t simply a tavern with rooms for rent.  It was a place to rent lodgings and it also provided other services for the guests.  Sarashda has some remarkably civilized ideas.  We ate what the hotel served as breakfast and were at the arena right after. 
 
    I unhitched the people-carrier and parked it outside my usual entrance.  Bronze stood nearby, more as an advertisement of my presence than anything else.  She would fit through any of the arena’s entryways, no problem, but it would be extremely unusual for her to be inside.  The servants went off to get our lunch or wait in the stands, depending. 
 
    My entourage, on the other hand, warmed up with me, anticipating a busy day.  We did some stretching, jogged a couple of laps, and did more limbering-up exercises while warriors wandered in. 
 
    Galtos and Jolus came in, spied me, and approached.  Velina intercepted them, backed by the other three. 
 
    Dang.  I know their names.  Hang on… Kasara, Tellith, and… and… damn.  It’ll come back to me. 
 
    Velina, I noticed, was perhaps an inch taller than Galtos and maybe three inches taller than Jolus.  She looked Galtos in the eye and asked his business.  I intervened while they blinked at her. 
 
    “Welcome, welcome,” I beamed.  “My friends, Galtos and Jolus!  I haven’t seen you in weeks.  How fare things in Sarashda?” 
 
    “Well enough,” Jolus replied.  “Is she yours, now?” 
 
    The exact phrasing was less uncertain than it sounds.  Specifically, he was asking if she was in my employ.  Maybe, “Is she now one of your guards?” is a better translation, but, literally, it was “Is she yours?” 
 
    “Yes.  Remember, I hired most of them.” 
 
    “I know.  I heard a couple of the men went out a few weeks ago to see if you had any openings.” 
 
    “And came back disappointed,” Galtos added, grinning. 
 
    “Is there a joke in there I’m missing?” I asked. 
 
    “You know,” Jolus suggested.  “Twenty or thirty women, only one man?  There might be a certain amount of unfulfilled desire lurking about the camp?” 
 
    “Velina?  Any of that in camp?” 
 
    “Nobody lives up to your standard, sir.” 
 
    “There you have it, gentlemen.  Care to practice a bit before we get started?” 
 
    Galtos and Jolus traded looks.  I could almost see their brains processing Velina’s comment.  I hadn’t anticipated her implying I was personally responsible for… uh… satisfying?  Yes, I guess that’s the word.  Satisfying the entire guard contingent. 
 
    Maybe Leisel doesn’t view it as something to be kept quiet.  She probably doesn’t.  It’s not like it’s a breach of ethics, at least not here.  It’s not exactly expected, but it’s certainly common.  Come to think of it, it might explain why none of the other warrior women have made any advances in my direction.  Correction.  I haven’t noticed any advances.  They might not exist.  Leisel might have marked out her territory. 
 
    “We’ll save our efforts until after the business,” Jolus decided.  Galtos nodded.  Behind them, Osric entered the arena.  He stopped dead when he saw me and made an immediate about-face, departing.  He must have come in through one of the other entrances.  There was no way he could have missed seeing Bronze.  He certainly didn’t want to see me. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “Any idea why Osric doesn’t want to see me?” I asked.  They both looked behind themselves. 
 
    “No.  Didn’t he go out to be with you?” 
 
    “He did.  I can’t say he fit in too well.” 
 
    “He may have been working for Tobar,” Galtos suggested.  Jolus frowned, but nodded.  I sighed. 
 
    “So, Osric, despite my mercy and generosity, may have been a spy for Tobar?” 
 
    “Could be,” Jolus agreed.  “I don’t know, of course, but it’s possible.” 
 
    “Great.  Now I have to beat the answer out of him before I kill him.” 
 
    “Shell him first,” Galtos told me. 
 
    “No doubt.” 
 
    Hazir entered at that point and I waved.  He waved back and came over.  My entourage stepped to the sides and made a salute-gesture, the one where the hand starts in the center of the chest, palm down, and rotates upward and out, as though presenting a gift.  Hazir seemed pleased. 
 
    “Al, my friend, and manzhani of House Lucard.  It is good to see you again.  I had not thought you would return.” 
 
    “I’m full of surprises.  Full of something, anyway, but certainly surprises.  How have you been?” 
 
    “Well enough, well enough.  How go things in your hidden valley?” 
 
    “Pretty good, all things considered, although it’s not really hidden.” 
 
    “It has but a single road, and one no one has ever found before,” he pointed out.  “It was well-hidden until you uncovered its secret.” 
 
    “Fair point.  Why didn’t you expect to see me again?  Why wouldn’t I return?” 
 
    “The vendetta,” he replied, surprised. 
 
    “House Sarcana?” 
 
    “Then you know of it.” 
 
    “No, but I guessed.” 
 
    “So?  Has not the messenger delivered the formal declaration?” 
 
    “Not that I know of, unless we missed him on the road last night.” 
 
    “It was but recent, so perhaps.” 
 
    “Come and sit with me for a bit, please.”  I nodded at Galtos and Jolus as we left them.  Jolus, I noticed, started chatting at Velina.  She didn’t seem too interested, but she wasn’t being rude to him, either. 
 
    Hazir and I sat down on one of the benches and discussed the whole idea of vendetta.  Around here, when one House insults another—as distinct from one person insulting another—the two can declare a formal enmity.  Usually, this results in small-scale actions against each other.  A squad of warriors to attack a building, perhaps House wizards laying a curse, financial maneuvering to undercut the other House, political maneuvering to have allied Houses deny aid or privileges to the enemy House, and so on.  It opens up a lot of possible actions, making them legal. 
 
    For the most part, other Houses or individuals are neutral.  A merchant might sell to House A, but he also sells to House B.  Both Houses treat him normally—he’s only doing business and has no allegiance to either.  He can choose to ally himself with one or the other, but, while this probably benefits him through his chosen House, it also makes him a valid target for the other.  If he remains neutral, it’s business as usual.  Unless, of course, representatives of both Houses show up in his shop at the same time.  Then it’s his problem, although not his fault. 
 
    “So, I haven’t seen the formal declaration,” I told Hazir.  “Does it start when I get it, or when it’s issued?” 
 
    “When it’s issued, but there is customarily a period of grace before hostilities open.  Otherwise, one might post a notice in the Hall of Ruling at dawn and have one’s forces begin their work before anyone has even read it.” 
 
    “Fair.  I assume killing what’s-his-name of Sarcana, up in the stands—” 
 
    Palan, Firebrand supplied. 
 
    “—Palan, that was it.  Killing him was what started it all?” 
 
    “I doubt it.  They would be angry, but he foolishly tried to use force against warriors,” Hazir pointed out.  “What pushed them to vendetta?  I do not know.  They do have some cause.  The death of Palan should not be enough in these circumstances, but the humiliation of their warriors was a humiliation to the House.  A very public humiliation.  The two, taken together, are sufficient.” 
 
    “Renata—Palan’s guardswoman—was also his kushimir, or so I’m told.  I don’t know if he wanted her for a wife or not, but she’s carrying his child.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Hazir mused.  “He has—or rather, had—a galvanais.  They had not conceived a child until the days immediately before his death.  You say Renata is also with child?” 
 
    “Yes, and several weeks along.” 
 
    “I find it convenient that Nironda, unable to conceive for four years, announces such an event within a week of Palan’s death.” 
 
    “Convenient?” 
 
    “Her station would devolve once again into the harem of the House without such a mark of favor from the former manzhani.” 
 
    “I find this interesting, myself,” I admitted.  “How do she and Naskarl get along?  Or am I asking improper questions of the internal House politics of someone who’s decided to declare vendetta against me?” 
 
    “Funny you should mention the vendetta.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Has it occurred to you Nironda may be lying with Naskarl’s help?  If she and Renata go into seclusion, she can claim the child is hers—a legitimate, strongly-favored heir to the House.” 
 
    “Doesn’t Naskarl have the House already…?” 
 
    “Yes and no.  It partly depends on any alliances of marriage he may make and the status of the mother of his heirs.  Palan had the strongest claim, I believe, even over his sister, so his child by Nironda—if there is one—would take precedence.  If Nironda has a child by Naskarl, the child’s claim will be no stronger than his.  While if the sister—I forget her name, just at the moment—marries well, she could produce an heir of even higher station and so claim Sarcana for the babe.”  Hazir quirked a smile.  “Forgive me.  Too much time thinking of plots and subterfuges while dealing with the Hall of Ruling.” 
 
    “Oh, I like it when people think these things up,” I countered.  “It saves me the headache of trying.” 
 
    “It occurs to me,” he continued, thoughtfully, “if you have the future heir of Palan, and therefore of House Sarcana, under your care, the entirety of House Sarcana could be yours.” 
 
    “Oh really?” I asked, perking up.  I already suspected the local laws on inheritance and such were complicated.  “Do tell!” 
 
    The horn sounded, however, and we put our discussion on hold.  The usual process followed.  The council of nine entered the main box—a startled-looking Tobar included.  I don’t think he expected to see me.  The rest of us formed a circle for the reading of the last meeting’s minutes.  A number of places were looking for warriors, with House Sarcana offering a premium.  I was pretty sure I knew why. 
 
    One of the announcements caught my attention.  An older warrior was seeking final employment.  Anyone with an interest, please attend him on the Street of Six Coppers, at the Blue Raven Inn.  I resolved to ask what it meant. 
 
    They don’t always have orphans to offer at the warmeet.  I’ve been to only a few and seen it only once.  Today, they had three up for grabs.  Much to my surprise, they were snapped up instantly by three of my guards.  I tried to keep my expression neutral, mostly because Tobar gave me an unpleasant look. 
 
    We fell back to the wall and the usual tests followed.  I noticed one of the First, sitting on a bench down in the arena, kept giving me covert looks.  Since I wasn’t required to pay attention to the contests, I asked Hazir about him and about the “final employment” thing. 
 
    “The man to whom you refer is Ivellar, twenty-first of the warriors of Sarashda.  He is the one you will challenge to rise in rank.” 
 
    “Ah.  Now I see why he’s eyeballing me.  He thinks I’m going after his position.” 
 
    “After watching you defeat Osric, he would be a fool not to worry.” 
 
    “He’s safe.  I don’t care.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “As I understand it, the higher the rank among the warriors, the more I can charge for my services and the more I can make from having a school to teach other warriors, right?” 
 
    “Yes, although you forget it also determines your rank in any army which may hire you.  Seldom is any but a member of the council of nine taken on as a general.” 
 
    “And if I have all the money I want, as well as no desire to general an army, why would I want to be higher rank?” 
 
    Hazir thought about that one for a while. 
 
    “By the way, I’m not familiar with the custom of ‘final employment.’  At least, not by that name.” 
 
    “Oh?  On occasion, a warrior may live to an age where death comes not in battle.  If a warrior finds himself afflicted with age or disease, or some other infirmity incurable by the wizards, he may wish to find his final employment, if you follow.  Preferably, it is employment in a worthy task, but certainly a dangerous one.” 
 
    “Better to die in a blaze of glory?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “If that’s how he wants to go, I don’t see why he shouldn’t.” 
 
    “What do they call it where you come from?” 
 
    “There are many names for it.  Some call it ‘the last run,’ as though one makes a final, all-out charge toward the enemy.  Others refer to it by a famous—although, perhaps, somewhat foolish—warrior named ‘Leeroy Jenkins.’  It’s customary to scream his name while doing something likely to get you killed.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of him.” 
 
    “He’s not from around here, of course.  His warcraft skills are well-known among certain communities.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    We watched a few more of the tests and a couple of challenges.  One of the armored First stood up, moved to the center of the arena, and issued a challenge for rank. 
 
    “I, Malath of House N’thon, twenty-third of the warriors of Sarashda, challenge Al of House Lucard for the rank of twenty-second!” 
 
    Hazir leaned close and whispered, “One of Tobar’s men.” 
 
    I sighed and stood up.  Since my opponent was holding a wooden weapon, I selected a short staff, suitable as a substitute for Firebrand.  We squared off and he came at me.  I swept his stick aside, toward his shield, stepped forward, shoved, and took a leg from under him in one of the finest osoto gari I’ve ever done.  I’m quite proud of it, actually. 
 
    He went down on his back with a rattle and clank and I kicked him in the head.  This let me grab his weapon hand, turn around it, and plop to the sands, myself.  With my legs locked around his arm and a foot in his throat, I could break his elbow or forearm without much trouble.  I sat there, patiently, while he squirmed in his armor.  He didn’t yield. 
 
    I looked up at the council of nine.  Eight of them were leaning forward, watching intently.  Tobar was still leaning back, watching over steepled fingers.  I met his eyes and smiled up at him.  Shifting my grip to a one-handed wrist lock, I picked up a stick and started bouncing one end of it on Malath’s helmet, tap-tap-tap-tap, still sitting and waiting for someone to say something. 
 
    Malath still didn’t yield.  He did hit my legs a few times with the edge of his shield, though. 
 
    I pulled and turned, dislocating his shoulder.  He yelled, as one does, but kept a grip on the weapon.  I shifted position, grabbed his shield, and stood up.  He was still attached to it, but I kept kicking his legs out from under him and dragged him toward a wall. 
 
    He really struggled, then.  I’m guessing he was present when I fought Osric.  He wormed his arm out of his shield straps and I took it away from him.  While he regained his feet, I slammed his shield down over my knee, twice, trying to bend the steel into uselessness, but the enchantment was too strong for me during the day.  I settled for sending it spinning across the arena.  If he wanted it, he could spend the time to go chase after it. 
 
    He chose to settle himself and prepare to do without.  He switched his wooden sword from his right to left hand.  We looked at each other across raised wooden weapons. 
 
    “You work for Tobar, right?” 
 
    “Shut up and fight.” 
 
    “You asked for it,” I said, and went for him like a linebacker after a quarterback.  He had time for a single stroke, which I blocked with my forearm before ramming into him at nearly a dead run.  My shoulder didn’t enjoy it, but he took it worse, losing his weapon as he tumbled backward and plowed into the sand.  While he picked himself up, I recovered his weapon and started playing his armor like one of those steel drums, only with no sense of melody.  Anything he moved, I hit.  He put out a hand to push himself up, I hit it.  He bent a leg to get a knee under himself, I hit it.  He raised his head, I hit it. 
 
    I’ll give him due credit.  He was neither a weakling nor a wuss.  I couldn’t persuade him to give up.  He kept trying, even in these circumstances, until the battering was simply too much for him.  He finally fell, unconscious. 
 
    Which pissed me off. 
 
    I wasn’t upset about Malath’s courage and determination.  I admired him.  It was the fact he was sent against me by Tobar.  This Malath guy was a dedicated, honorable, worthy individual.  He never gave up.  He wouldn’t give in.  After the incident with Osric, he had to know he was outclassed even before he went into the fight.  It never stopped him from trying.  Tobar had to know it too, and it didn’t stop Tobar from sending him after me, pointlessly, like a petty, vindictive little twerp. 
 
    “We have witnessed the challenge,” declared the head of the council, “and it has failed.” 
 
    I removed my helmet and a gauntlet to wipe my brow, not because I needed to, but because I wanted a minute to think about what I wanted to say.  There would be repercussions, possibly lots of them, and I had no idea how to gauge them.  Which was fine, because I was at the point of not giving a damn.  What I thought about was how to phrase my reply. 
 
    “I thank the council,” I called up to them.  “Now I have a challenge of my own.” 
 
    “Oh?  Very well.  Ivellar, come—” 
 
    “If it please the council,” I interrupted, “my challenge is not for rank.” 
 
    “No?  A personal challenge?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “Tobar of the First.” 
 
    I had everyone’s attention. 
 
    “Those of the council of nine are not to be challenged,” said the leader. 
 
    “A good point.  All right, I don’t challenge Tobar—not in his capacity as a council member.  Upon consideration, I shouldn’t challenge him at all, because he is unworthy to face me in a challenge.  Tobar is a coward who has no honor, only a misplaced sense of pride bordering on vanity.  He is dishonest and stupid, unworthy of the dignity of the council or even of the First among warriors.”  I went on at length, trying to channel Linnaeus.  I insulted him continuously and referenced his morals, ethics, hygiene, skills, and both his sexual preferences and shortcomings.  I even accused him of spying, paying assassins and thieves, and a rusty codpiece from poor toilet training. 
 
    The silence from the arena was louder than shouting.  People were gaping and staring.  I suspect no one has ever violated the unwritten rule about challenging members of the council.  Sometimes custom is stronger than law.  On the other hand, I was not in the best of moods from having to beat a loyal and determined man into the sand, and Tobar was the legitimate target for my irritation. 
 
    “I say this,” I concluded, “and it cannot be unsaid.  Everyone here now knows the truth of Tobar, of the Ak’anthai.  If he disagrees with me—if he wishes to prove me wrong—he may face me like an honorable warrior.  I believe he will hide in the council’s box because he fears me, and by his cowardice will prove the truth of all my words.  I have spoken.” 
 
    Every eye in the arena shifted to look at Tobar.  Even the council members turned to regard him.  He wore the expression of a man skewered through and through.  I know, because I’ve seen the expression on a man literally skewered. 
 
    Tobar came to his feet like a bubbling mass of lava swelling out of a crater.  His fists hit the rail of the box as he glared down, leaning out toward me. 
 
    “The House of Lucard will be stripped from the Empire,” he roared.  “I will have it so!” 
 
    “If you’re declaring a vendetta,” I shouted back, “you’re even more of a coward than I thought!  You would start a war and see others die for your pride?  No!  For your vanity!  You can settle this right here, right now!  Oh!  But I forgot,” I added, dripping with mockery and disdain, “you’ll do anything to keep your own precious skin from being touched!  I insulted you, and I admit it.  I would apologize if I thought you’d accept.  But you’ve sent men to punish me and they’ve come back humiliated every time.  Now you are the one humiliated, you coward, and you are willing to start a war between Houses rather than face an honorable challenge!” 
 
    Tobar’s fists were white-knuckled.  His fingernails had to be biting into his palms.  His eyes flicked around the arena, gauging the feel of the warriors.  I don’t think he liked what he saw. 
 
    I bent down and got a couple of good holds on Malath.  I swung him back and forth a few times.  He wasn’t a big man, so this might be doable, even during the day. 
 
    “If you’re such a coward,” I shouted at Tobar, “that you’ll send men to die for your vanity, you’ll want this one back.  Here!” 
 
    I approached, planted feet, spun in place a couple of times to build momentum, and hurled Malath as high as I could.  He cleared the edge of the box, or mostly.  An arm and a leg clipped the edge as he passed over and he tumbled to the floor beyond.  Tobar had to scramble when he saw Malath coming or they both would have sprawled on the floor. 
 
    “Well, coward?  Are you going to hide behind your House like a child behind a mother’s skirts?  What’s the truth of your soul, Tobar?  Are you really a warrior?” 
 
    That caused a massive indraw of breath from all around, followed by babble.  Obviously, my last insult was more severe than I realized.  Something to do with how they regard the castes?  Maybe the idea of being something is more central to their cultural identity than I thought. 
 
    Whatever the reason, questioning his courage wasn’t quite enough to move him.  Accusing him of being without honor didn’t add enough to provoke him.  But questioning whether he was truly a warrior or not—that goaded him into action.  He snatched up his helmet and shouted for his retainers as he disappeared from the VIP box.  I made sure my helmet was settled and my gauntlets tugged tight.  Velina came out with Firebrand and my saber—Firebrand raised no objection, of course.  I unlatched my saber from its sheath and drew it, then took Firebrand in my right hand. 
 
    A moment later, Tobar entered the arena, helmet on head, gauntlets on hands, still strapping a round shield on his arm.  He completed buckling it, drew his sword from the scabbard held by a flunky, and came straight at me.  I expected more of a formal duel, but apparently it’s allowed to try and outright murder someone as long as they see it coming. 
 
    Fine by me. 
 
    I met his first cut with a saber parry, trying to cut his weapon in two.  The enchantment held, though, keeping his sword mostly intact.  The magic sparked like magnesium on the grinding wheel and his blade was scored, but it held.  I didn’t like that, but he didn’t either.  At the same time, I brought Firebrand around in a side-cut, testing his shield.  It was an expensive shield, clearly at the high end of the local state of the art.  It was steel, polished smooth as glass, and sharp along the leading edge and lower rim, for punching or slashing.  The enchantments strengthened it, of course, but the tricky one acted much like a deflection spell.  It kept Firebrand from touching the metal.  It was like trying to bring two repelling magnets together.  Firebrand never quite hit, but slid along the field as Tobar blocked. 
 
    We fought on, cutting, thrusting, parrying, blocking.  He was good, too.  Not only was he a man of talent, but someone had to have drilled him mercilessly from an early age.  He suffered from the same weakness as the other First I’d fought, though.  He seldom had to fight.  He had matches.  He had bouts.  He had a formal duel.  But it’s a long walk from the fencing strip to the battlefield.  I’m sure he’s had a couple of desperate, life-or-death struggles, but a duel or two doesn’t make you a veteran.  Surviving them just makes you overconfident. 
 
    Still, he was surprisingly good.  I had no trouble believing he earned a place on the council of nine.  A battle in the arena would be to his liking.  One opponent at a time, clear and obvious weapons, level footing, no obstacles, no surprises. 
 
    I, on the other hand, have both extensive training—some of it supernaturally digested—and far too much practical experience.  I wouldn’t want to risk my life against one of the dama of Zirafel, for example.  If we’re not talking about professional fighters, bred for the purpose, and trained practically from birth, I think I can deal with it.  Come to think of it, I digested all the dama of Zirafel.  I might hold my own. 
 
    We kicked and stamped along the sand.  I let him carry the fight while I watched for an opening.  He didn’t give me one, but it’s hardly a surprise.  I wasn’t doing anything unusual, so all his practiced, normal moves were picture-perfect.  I did take some cuts at his sword and shield, though, watching their enchantments work.  The shield was going to be a problem.  If I couldn’t actually hit the metal, I wasn’t going to damage it.  If I could get the right angle on it, I could hit it along the edge and bite inward, but, clearly, Tobar knew the limitations of his equipment. 
 
    His sword, on the other hand, was a lovely piece of bright steel.  The enchantment on it kept it sharp, but also acted like a sort of force field.  It strengthened the metal all through, binding it tightly in a web of forces.  This helped it retain an edge, but it also reinforced it.  If you want to snap a sword, you don’t hit it on the edge.  You attack it on the side, striking for the flat.  The magic covered the weapon everywhere, making it impractical to snap.  The sparks from our first crossing of swords was the spell trying to stop something so sharp as to be almost two-dimensional.  It didn’t completely succeed, since I scratched his weapon, but it was enough to keep me from simply slicing it like a banana. 
 
    On the other hand, while it had a hard time dealing with my saber, it was a valid question on how well it did with plasma attacks.  I counterattacked, swinging with my saber and using Firebrand’s longer reach to drive Tobar back.  As he shifted to a more defensive posture, I stepped back and switched hands, saber in my right, Firebrand in my left.  He immediately moved to attack again, but I met his swing with Firebrand. 
 
    Darn, dang, and damn, the enchantment on Tobar’s weapon was more broad-based than I’d hoped.  A line of white light flashed along Firebrand’s edge, but Tobar’s blade failed to liquefy.  I thrust with my saber, but he blocked with his shield.  As the point slid down off his shield, I tried to ride the momentum and whip my saber down and around in a circle, to make an overhand cut into the upper edge of his shield, but he twisted his sword, circling Firebrand and moving it out of line as he stepped back, out of range.  He didn’t like my longer weapon being in my left hand, no longer fully covered by his shield. 
 
    Unfortunately, while it was more dangerous for him, it was more dangerous for me, too.  He wasn’t slow in adapting to the unusual nature of my sword—none of the others used anything of comparable size.  While I can wield Firebrand one-handed, it’s slower than a smaller, lighter weapon would be.  It’s really a hacking tool when it’s not a flamethrower, and it certainly isn’t a fencing weapon.  Tobar took advantage of this, double-feinting and performing a hard beat, drawing Firebrand’s point inside and across.  While I was bringing my saber around for an attempt on the outer edge of his shield—thrusts were useless against the enchantment—Tobar handed me a thrust of his own, directly for my heart. 
 
    The magical blade penetrated my breastplate, super-duper molecular structure notwithstanding.  It didn’t get deep enough to wound me, but the point of his weapon made a crunching noise, tearing toward my favorite skin, and darn near poked a hole in my underwear. 
 
    I swore to myself I would make the time to fully enchant the whole damn suit. 
 
    I brought Firebrand in a backswing, attempting a head-cut, but he wasn’t having any of it.  His shield snapped up and I sliced under it with my saber, screeching through the armor on one thigh.  The enchantment on his armor was also good.  Not good enough to stop my saber, but good enough to slow it.  He bled, but the wound wasn’t enough to prevent him from retreating. 
 
    His expression was grim and perhaps a little fearful.  I think he expected his attack to be more devastating.  It didn’t do my morale any good, that was for sure.  On the other hand, the vast majority of his experience only called for scoring a “deadly” hit to end the fight.  I was still up and moving, which had to throw him off. 
 
    We circled each other, weapons moving, both seeking an opening.  I kept thinking about how to step outside the box and throw him even more off his game.  If we kept to the normal rules of engagement, this was going to go on for a while.  Worse, I was liable to require medical attention.  He was too skilled to make his shield vulnerable.  His armor—well, his armor was tough, but breaching it wasn’t impossible.  The trouble was his sword.  I thought I saw a weakness. 
 
    I’m not going to like this, am I? Firebrand queried. 
 
    I’m not liking it either, but I think we’ll both be okay. 
 
    As we circled, I probed at him, repeatedly stabbing Firebrand forward to keep him at a distance.  He shifted to a different posture, holding his shield directly in front of his body with his sword in a high guard.  It was a good position, given our circumstances, but it was also one likely to turn into a downward cut at my head.  I encouraged him to think about it as I made half-hearted attempts to cut upward, under the edge of his shield. 
 
    He took the bait.  As I had Firebrand out of position, low, he closed enough to take a cut at my head.  Properly done, it would split both helmet and head, descending into the torso.  I parried with my saber, of course, and the sparks flew again.  This time, I locked blades with him, shoving hard instead of beating the blade aside.  I brought Firebrand up to cross my saber, catching his in the place where they crossed, like catching his blade in scissors.  I drew both blades across each other, slicing at his, forcing the shielding enchantment to focus on one or the other—or divide its force. 
 
    The metallic shriek sounded like some infernal locomotive screaming to a stop at Hell’s last station.  It ended abruptly with an eerily-quiet ping! 
 
    Tobar stared at the four or five inches of blade left.  The rest of it tumbled to the sand.  The severed ends glowed and oozed and smoked. 
 
    That wasn’t so bad, Firebrand allowed. 
 
    Good.  Hold that thought. 
 
    I thrust for Tobar’s face with my saber and he raised his shield.  I reversed my grip on Firebrand and thrust it down, penetrating his armored boot, his foot, and the sole, carrying on through the sand and into the ground below.  Tobar screamed as we nailed his foot nailed to the arena floor.  I left Firebrand there to restrict his mobility, grabbed the top and back edges of his shield, and turned it like a wheel.  It went around and up and I moved forward, forcing it behind his head and as far down his back as I could.  I kicked the knee of his un-nailed leg, making it fold to the tune of a wet pop.  This forced him down, still screaming.  He tried to stab me with the broken sword, but it could barely scratch my armor, now. 
 
    He did a stupid thing.  Well, maybe not stupid, since he had no way of knowing.  Perhaps it was unwise.  Desperate, certainly.  He was on his now-ruined knee and his nailed-down foot.  He dropped the remains of his sword and tried to un-nail his foot by pulling Firebrand out. 
 
    The first rule of Firebrand:  Do not touch. 
 
    The second rule of Firebrand:  No, really.  Do not touch.  I can list the people it likes on one hand.  It does not gladly suffer being handled by others, which is why I generally bring it with me or leave it in a fire.  It is also capricious, arrogant, and bloodthirsty bordering on cruel.  If it does like you, treat it with respect.  If it does not like you, you will learn to treat it with respect, or at least a deep-seated caution.  If it actively dislikes you… 
 
    The white flare of light and heat reminded me of an open door into a steel-making forge.  The smell of burning leather and burning meat was strong.  When the light dimmed, I saw Tobar’s right gauntlet was missing, sort of.  The inscribed and decorated steel glove had turned molten, instantly burning the hand within to a twisted, carbonized caricature of flesh.  The molten metal continued to drip from the remains and from what should have been his forearm. 
 
    He did succeed in un-nailing his foot, after a fashion.  It, too, was burned to near nothing. 
 
    Tobar’s eyes bugged out as he tried to continue screaming, but he couldn’t be bothered to inhale.  Having been fried, myself, I found a few particles of empathy for him.  Not enough, but a few. 
 
    I forced his left arm farther, pushing on the edge of the shield with my right forearm and using my left hand to seize his elbow.  His shoulder made unpleasant noises, but I don’t think he was in any shape to care—possibly not in shape to notice.  Shock, I presume.  I just wanted his shield arm ruined, and it was. 
 
    I pulled his helmet off.  He didn’t even try to resist.  He made a peep sort of noise as he breathed rapidly and shallowly through his nose.  His eyes widened enough to show the whites all around.  His jaw clenched tight and he might have bitten his tongue. 
 
    Putting an arm around his throat, lifting him to his feet—foot—was simple.  The more complex maneuver was drawing the edge of my saber under my arm to cut his throat.  I wanted to start facing the VIP box, turn slowly in a circle as I cut, and end facing the VIP box again as I finished opening him up.  I think I did pretty well on the timing of the maneuver, actually. 
 
    Tobar flopped to the sand, still pumping blood.  I ignored his dying, recovered Firebrand, and turned in place again as I addressed the assembled warriors. 
 
    “Is there anyone here in the employ of House Sarcana?” 
 
    There were several who were willing to admit it.  I suspect there were several more, but they weren’t about to acknowledge it. 
 
    “Good.  I heard a rumor of a vendetta being declared.  I haven’t seen the paperwork or had anything official delivered to me.  Please let me know as soon as you can.  I plan to be leading from the front, so you’ll see me in the field, fighting.  I’d like to get this over with so I can go back to minding my own business without further petty annoyances.” 
 
    I walked away from what would soon be the foil-wrapped meat.  I wanted to check both my swords and see how they fared.  Sundering enchanted blades is not what they were designed to do.  My saber also needed cleaning.  Firebrand manages on its own. 
 
    As I sat down on the bench, someone blew the horn and announced the practice would now begin.  Fine.  I was in no mood for practice, today.  In fact, I was in a rather foul mood.  I suppose I should expect to be.  I’m an angry person. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    I sat there and regarded Tobar as he finished pumping his lifeblood into the sand.  No one touched him.  No one acknowledged the body.  No one went near him.  I murdered him there on the sand—and for what?  I was angry?  Yes.  He pushed me over a minor, unintentional insult.  One of his retaliations pissed me off, and I killed him for it.  I used to be a pretty mellow, forgiving sort of guy.  At least, I think I was.  This isn’t me.  This isn’t like me. 
 
    Is it? 
 
    Recently, I’ve been more prone to violent outbursts.  I think I know why, so there’s half the battle.  The other half is doing something about it… and I suspect it’s going to take time.  Not only time in the sense I have something to wait for, but time in the sense I’ll have to spend a lot of it learning a greater degree of self-control.  Or learning to be a hermit. 
 
    “Velina?” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    “See if you can bring Malath over here.” 
 
    “Right away, sir!” 
 
    I winced at the cadet tone in her voice.  I might not have much rank on the ladder of warriors in Sarashda, but I was way, way up there among my own people.  She went off and took… what’s-her-name, the fourth one—  
 
    Sharna. 
 
    Right.  Thanks. 
 
    —with her, while I sat in the shade and wiped down my weapons.  Firebrand was okay.  It doesn’t have to touch metal to cut it, much as a plasma torch doesn’t need to touch the metal it cuts.  Besides, it let my saber carry most of the load.  By contrast, my saber was not a happy blade.  A long stretch of the edge was dull—dull enough to touch, had I cared to.  The metal was discolored and somewhat wavy, probably from the heat.  It would take a little while to repair itself, but it was already working on it. 
 
    Hazir sat with me.  Jolus and Galtos chose to hit the sands and some other people. 
 
    “You seem upset,” Hazir observed.  I almost hit him, but I checked the impulse. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, trying not to snarl.  I took a moment to get a grip on my tone.  “Got any oil?” 
 
    “At a warmeet?  Of course.  You never know when you’re going to get blood on something.”  He unstoppered a vial and passed it to me.  I wiped down my saber.  “Do you need a whetstone?” 
 
    “Enchanted sharpness.” 
 
    “Yes.  Upon reflection, perhaps it was a stupid question.  I am still somewhat taken aback by the death of Tobar.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll have a vendetta with the Ak’anthai, now?” 
 
    “I doubt it, but I suppose it’s possible.  You are more likely to have some repercussions from his more loyal students—or, rather, those he employed as instructors in the arts of the warrior.” 
 
    “I should have beheaded him,” I muttered. 
 
    “The gear is yours,” Hazir informed me, “but the body belongs to his son.” 
 
    Inwardly, I recited my litany of swear words. 
 
    “How old is the boy?” 
 
    “His eldest is nearly twenty.  The younger is… sixteen, I believe.  The younger has chosen the priesthood, however, so he is of no concern.” 
 
    “Not to you, maybe,” I muttered.  Hazir gave me a peculiar look. 
 
    “May I return to the subject of how you feel?” 
 
    “Hazir, I like you.  You seem like an honest, helpful, upright individual.  I’m not sure about the degree of our friendship, but I’d like to think we are friends.” 
 
    “As do I.” 
 
    “The trouble with discussing my feelings,” I went on, “is they’re hostile, unpleasant, frustrated, and angry feelings.  They’re nasty things—at the moment—and I’d rather not expose you to them.  I accept you want to help, but I would rather not know my friend is standing in pig shit only because I am, if you follow my meaning.” 
 
    “I see.  Is there anything I might do to help you with your…?” 
 
    “No.  At least, I don’t think so.  If I have any ideas, I’ll be sure to tell you.” 
 
    “I am pleased.” 
 
    Velina and… 
 
    Sharna, Firebrand prompted. 
 
    Why can I not remember her name? 
 
    No idea, Boss. 
 
    Velina and Sharna carried Malath through a door in the arena and deposited him on a bench.  He was still out cold.  I sighed and started stripping him out of his armor.  Velina helped and stacked the armor under the bench.  I examined Malath and determined he wasn’t in immediate danger.  He was badly beaten and had some internal injuries, including a couple of broken bones, but he would probably live.  He would also probably stay in bed for a week. 
 
    I’m better with open wounds.  Those are easy to stitch back together.  I’m okay with broken bones, though.  I aligned them, tack-welded them together, and wrapped healing spells around them to speed the natural processes.  Telling his internal bleeding to stop and organizing his blood vessels was trickier.  A generalized healing spell encouraged his body to route more of its energies into fixing damage. 
 
    He woke up as I finished.  He started to sit up, but Velina and Tellith held him down while I explained why he shouldn’t move.  He took in the situation and relaxed, but eyed me warily. 
 
    “What will you do with me?” 
 
    “Order you to rest.” 
 
    “You know why I challenged you.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “That is what I meant.” 
 
    “Oh, that.  Yes, you’ll have to pay for what you did.  Therefore, you are condemned to a week of rest and recuperation.” 
 
    “And my armor?” 
 
    “Your stuff is under the bench.  I presume you have a servant or two who can carry it and possibly you.” 
 
    “I… yes.” 
 
    “Good.  Now stop talking.  I’m not in a good mood and you’re trying what little patience I have left.” 
 
    Malath wasn’t an idiot.  He shut up.  I helped him into a sitting position and stomped off to my default bench. 
 
    I sat quietly and watched the fighting for a while.  Hazir and many of the other First did the same during warmeets.  I’m not sure why.  To observe maneuvers?  To gauge potential challengers?  To select possible hirelings?  I don’t know and I’m not sure I care. 
 
    Hazir, seated next to me, eventually spoke again. 
 
    “May I trouble you?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I observed your treatment of Osric.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I also observed your treatment of Malath.” 
 
    “Again, so?” 
 
    “They were not the same.  Osric’s injuries were slight.  Malath’s were more severe, and your actions… less comprehensible.” 
 
    “Oh?  Oh.” 
 
    “Yes.  If I did not have telling evidence of your quality as a warrior,” he nodded in the direction of Tobar’s untouched corpse, “I would think you might have another profession.” 
 
    “Not a physick or a manzhani, I take it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How much trouble do you want to make for me, Hazir?” 
 
    “I?  None at all.  But I am not a priest.”  He nodded toward the stands.  There are always people in the stands, usually servants or retainers or family members.  Warmeets aren’t open to the general public, but there are always spectators.  I followed his nod and saw a red robe.  I recognized Jatell from my lesson on paint and wished for my night-sight.  His expression was complicated but contained a high percentage of suspicious. 
 
    “Priests are allowed to watch?” 
 
    “Priests are shown every courtesy.” 
 
    “What are the local laws on beheading them?” 
 
    “Al!” 
 
    “I know, I know.  I’m just being grumpy and my sense of humor isn’t what it should be.” 
 
    “Since you just came from a personal battle, I will let it go.  Do not make jokes of such poor taste in the future,” he added, severely. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I really am.  I’m not myself, today.” 
 
    “So I see,” he sighed, quietly.  “Speaking ill of the priesthood must be done quietly,” he continued, voice low. 
 
    “Cutting their throats is quiet,” I replied, equally low.  He smirked slightly and nodded, eyes dancing.  Then he sobered. 
 
    “I wish I could help, but your heart is not something I may mend.  Your body, however, may be in danger, and soon.” 
 
    “Wait, what?  What do you mean?” 
 
    “Yon priest seems suspicious.  It is their charge to hold the order of the Empire.  Each to his appointed tasks and all that.” 
 
    “And he’s going to be mad at me for…” 
 
    “Spells,” Hazir whispered.  “I see the sense of it, to know a charm for mending a broken body,” he went on.  “Who better than a warrior to know such a thing?  But it is not our place to do so.”  He sounded a trifle bitter. 
 
    “Surely, someone besides me must have asked why not.” 
 
    “What kind of world would we live in if everyone learned everything?  There would be no rulers, no followers.  There would be anarchy, chaos.  The gods appointed their priests to keep order among men.  One cannot defy the gods.”  I was wrong about him sounding bitter.  Sarcastic, maybe. 
 
    “Maybe people would rise to those positions based on their own merit,” I suggested.  He smiled and I continued with, “I’ll try not to be so obvious outside the valley.” 
 
    “It is well, but perhaps too late.  You should not have shown such compassion for Malath.” 
 
    “Malath is a decent man, determined, loyal, and unwilling to quit.  He didn’t deserve the beating he got,” I told him.  One of my rented servants emerged into the stands and looked around.  He waved and sat down. 
 
    “I agree,” Hazir stated, surprising me.  “He may be your downfall, nonetheless.” 
 
    “He’ll have to wait his turn.” 
 
    “Troubles?” 
 
    “Yes.  Maybe I’ll tell you about them, sometime.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.” 
 
    “Actually,” I said, as the thought occurred to me, “there is something I’d like to ask.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You work for local law enforcement.  Do you know where I can find a list of laws regarding vendetta?  I’d like to have a better idea of how it works, what’s allowed, what the formalities are, and so on.” 
 
    “You are most fortunate.  The Hall of Ruling has a complete library of law.” 
 
    “And it’s available to the public?” 
 
    “For a small fee, yes.” 
 
    “Great.  How many books are we talking about?” 
 
    “Oh, some few thousand, including scrolls.” 
 
    “Thousand?” I echoed.  “I meant about vendetta.  Sorry.” 
 
    “What part?” 
 
    “What part of what?  What do you mean?” 
 
    “The law is written chronologically, with the eldest laws taking precedence.  As the laws have grown over the centuries, new laws must abide by the strictures of the old.  Do you want the first laws of vendetta?  Or do you wish to study the more recent refinements of the laws?” 
 
    “How many different books am I going to have to read to understand vendetta?” 
 
    “Thirty or forty should give you a basic understanding.” 
 
    “Basic?” I squeaked.  “Maybe I’m not cut out to be a lawyer.” 
 
    “What is a lawyer?” 
 
    “One who studies the law in order to use it.” 
 
    “A type of mahrani?” he asked, doubtfully. 
 
    “They certainly think so.  But I don’t think I’ll be spending so much time reading up on the technicalities.  It boils down to hitting the other House until they quit, right?” 
 
    “That… is not how I would phrase it, but the essence is there.” 
 
    “Good.  If I have questions, can I ask you?” 
 
    “I would be honored to advise you,” he agreed. 
 
    “Fantastic.  Now, if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    I stood up, gathered my people, and headed out of the arena.  The whole warmeet wasn’t over, but the important parts were.  I’d seen other members of the First leave after the practice sessions started.  It might be a breach of etiquette, but it couldn’t be more than a minor one. 
 
    Outside, the two rented servants met me by Bronze.  Both had news and directions.  One I sent off with Tellith to work out more details.  The other guided us through Sarashda to the House of Sarcana.  It was more of a compound than a house, but I suppose it was fairly typical of a wealthy House. 
 
    Velina was not amused.  She looked at the three-storey block of masonry and frowned. 
 
    “You know they want to kill you, sir.” 
 
    “I know.  I’m going to put a stop to it.” 
 
    She glanced at the hole in my breastplate and blinked.  It was materially smaller than before.  The repair spell was still running. 
 
    “I’m not sure you can take them all.  I’m not sure we can take them all, sir.” 
 
    “We won’t have to.  I’m going to give them what they want.” 
 
    “Your death?” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll simply try to murder us for walking in?” 
 
    “No.  But it still isn’t safe, sir!” 
 
    “You sound concerned.” 
 
    “It happens when I’m about to die with my Mazhani.” 
 
    “It’s really that dangerous, hmm?  All right, what would you suggest?” 
 
    “Send messengers.  Messengers are safer.  If you’re in a hurry, hire a wizard and his enchanted glass.  You can talk to Naskarl of Sarcana through it.  He’s bound to have one of his own.” 
 
    “I suppose.  I guess we’re hiring a wizard, then.  Hey, you.  Rent-a-retainer.  Where does one hire a wizard in this town?” 
 
    Hiring a wizard turned out to be more difficult than I expected.  If they aren’t on permanent retainer with some House, they’re independent business owners, not labor for hire.  This struck me as weird.  Warriors are a higher social caste than wizards, yet warriors—those who aren’t independently wealthy—are hired and fired.  Wizards are fewer in number and own their shops.  People come to them, rather than the wizards going out and looking for jobs.  If I didn’t know better, I’d say wizards scored higher on the social scale than warriors.  Then again, there are fewer wizards than there are warriors. 
 
    How did it get to this point?  Is it a matter of numbers?  Supply and demand?  Or is the prosperity of wizards a more recent development?  Maybe it’s an income inequality between high-ranking warriors and lower-ranked warriors.  I have no idea. 
 
    What I do know is hiring a wizard away from his shop is difficult.  We visited three shops in rapid succession.  The wizards running them were polite, firm, and nervous.  Well, when a First dressed in the black armor of death walks into your shop and wants you to uproot and move into the hinterlands, it might be somewhat distressing.  They all declined with as much politeness as possible. 
 
    After the third one, I noticed Velina frowning.  It doesn’t really suit her face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t like it, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t like what?” 
 
    “They’re not coming.” 
 
    “I don’t like it either, but I’m sure I can work around it.” 
 
    “No, sir.  I’ve never known a wizard to turn down gold.  They have expenses.” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t like my armor.” 
 
    “Doubt it, sir.” 
 
    “All right, let’s find the one wizard who came out to visit.  He didn’t stay, but maybe he can tell us why he didn’t want to.  If we can fix it, we might be more attractive as a place of employment.” 
 
    Velina grunted an affirmative and I sent the servants out to hunt him down, telling them to meet us at the eatery down the street.  The rest of us went to the eatery and ate at it.  Comments were made about finding a real cook for the camp. 
 
    I noticed they still called it “the camp,” rather than “the village.”  Not enough civilians to make it a village instead of a military encampment, I guess. 
 
    We were done and killed some time, waiting, before the first of the servants showed up.  I wanted a wizard named Kellonol, a long-time employee of House Sarcana.  It wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but it did make me wonder more forcefully if he came to the valley to spy, rather than seeking employment. 
 
    Reminded of job hunting and of imminent death, I sent the servant off on another errand, extending an invitation to the gentleman who wanted final employment. 
 
    “What shall I say, sir?” 
 
    “Tell him I have monsters to hunt.” 
 
    “Monsters?” 
 
    “Huge green things with teeth, claws, scales.  Horrible roaring.  Payment in advance if he’ll come to me in the valley, and payment for his time if he simply shows up and declines my offer.  Run along.” 
 
    He ran along.  Shortly after, the other five servants trickled back to us.  I bought them a meal, tipped them for their excellent work, and paid the proprietor of the establishment for the sixth man’s meal—he would have it when he returned.  With this, I dismissed them and we went back to our hotel for some naps.  We had a long road, tonight. 
 
      
 
    Night fell while I was in my room.  The windows were shuttered, of course, and the drapes drawn, but I still relied on my armor for most of the light-proofing.  As soon as I get back, I’m putting full-on enchantments in the thing.  I did some preliminary work in that regard as soon as I was alone in my room. 
 
    Shortly after sunset, we set off with me on Bronze and everyone else in the cart.  The kids ranged from eight to twelve and enjoyed the ride.  My guards, on the other hand, were alert.  I gathered they expected to be ambushed in the street.  I kept both eyes peeled and a hand on Firebrand. 
 
    Nope, Firebrand confirmed.  No hostile thoughts.  No one is looking at you and actively thinking of doing you harm. 
 
    Good.  Thanks. 
 
    We made it out of Sarashda without incident.  No bricks thrown from high windows, no arrows from the darkness, no gangs of thugs from alleyways.  I was almost disappointed, but that’s the grumpy me talking.  At least it’s talking instead of murdering. 
 
    We crossed the open farmland surrounding Sarashda and the dirt track wound through a somewhat-wooded area on the way to an outlying village.  Ahead, I saw the characteristic glow of live men and horses. 
 
    Okay, so, ambushed outside the city, where no one would see.  Therefore, it had to be illegal.  If I understand it properly, in a formal vendetta, violence is expected and condoned.  I don’t know if there are any limits.  As a result, Sarcana wouldn’t care where they hit us.  So… a hit squad sponsored by the temple?  I didn’t see the characteristic celestial blaze, but maybe they need to concentrate to summon holy powers.  Or Tobar’s angrier employees and students?  The ambushers were hard to sort out, but I counted at least ten.  Were there so many people who would risk their lives to avenge his death?  Or did they feel it wasn’t much of a risk at two-to-one odds? 
 
    I turned around and moved to sit on Bronze’s rump, facing backward while continued at a trot.  Her version of a trot, that is. 
 
    “Velina?” 
 
    “Sir?” she answered, still jouncing and bouncing, riding out the irregularities of the Empire’s roads. 
 
    “Ambush up ahead, about ten people, with horses.  Is there a road going around?  Or do we charge through at high speed?  Or do we force them into the open and fight?” 
 
    “Fight, by preference,” she decided.  “There’s no other road, and I’m not keen on finding out what you call ‘high speed’.” 
 
    “Coming up.”  I moved back into the saddle and we slowed to the speed of a normal trot—normal for a regular horse.  I started conjuring.  We were close enough together I could put a minor deflection spell on everyone.  Minor in the sense it was specifically for low-velocity projectiles, not bullets.  The locals might not go in for a lot of archery, but one arrow, even one well-placed sling stone, would be all it took. 
 
    Besides, it would make me feel even more guilty and angry if I lost someone, especially one of their adopted kids.  Nobody wants that. 
 
    We continued to approach, slowing gradually, and finally stopped about a hundred yards away.  We emerged from the woody area along the road, facing an open space like a meadow.  The road ran through it and into another, more densely-wooded area. 
 
    Our would-be bushwhackers stayed in the shadows of the far treeline.  At this distance, I couldn’t do much with tendrils, but I could touch them.  There were ten.  Eight of them wore heavy armor and the other two carried bows.  I felt the magic of their arrows—some sort of penetrators, magical armor-piercing arrows.  The bowmen only had two apiece.  I presume they were expensive. 
 
    Everyone but the archers had defensive charms, which made me wonder.  Were the archers less well-funded and therefore more vulnerable?  Or did they feel safer at longer ranges, so they didn’t feel the need for such charms?  Or was there some other reason? 
 
    I really need to look into their archery.  As far as I can tell, they only have sharp, bladed arrowheads.  If so, I’m not surprised they don’t regard archery as too useful.  Those don’t penetrate armor well, but they do serious damage to flesh.  If they only have hunting heads, not armor-piercing bodkin points, no wonder archery is less respected.  Of course, it may also be regarded as socially inferior, as well.  Not a lot of honor involved in shooting someone, perhaps. 
 
    When we stopped, everyone hopped off the cart and used it as cover.  The guards strapped on shields and drew swords while the younger warriors picked up sticks and rocks, stacking them on the rear end of the cart.  The ambushers didn’t like that we stopped, didn’t like that the troops in the cart deployed, and really didn’t like that I drew Firebrand.  I left my saber locked in its scabbard.  It was still a functional sword and by now quite sharp, but it deserved a little time off to recuperate. 
 
    By the light of Firebrand’s burning blade, I put my helmet on.  I wanted them to see.  On the other hand… 
 
    “Velina?” I called, quietly. 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    “Stay there.  Turn away.  Shield your eyes to preserve your vision until it gets dark again.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Firebrand burned white, shedding brilliance everywhere.  I pulled the cords to release Bronze from the cart and stood up in the saddle to make myself a target.  I held Firebrand over my head. 
 
    “I know you’re there,” I called.  “Your ambush is ruined.  All you have left is retreat or open combat.  What will it be?” 
 
    Eight men in armor urged their horses onto the road, emerging from the shadow of the trees ahead.  They picked their spot well.  The road here was wide and ran through a clear, mostly-level area.  If we had continued another fifty or more yards forward, anyone running would be an easy target for at least one, possibly two shots from each archer before reaching any sort of cover.  If they were smart, they would have shot Bronze to ruin our mobility, swept in from the sides while the archers put armor-piercers into me, and finished us off in melee. 
 
    Of course, they clearly didn’t know what they were facing.  But ignorance is not the same thing as stupidity. 
 
    “You provoked Tobar into a duel,” one shouted back.  “You could not challenge him, so you tricked him.” 
 
    “Yep!” 
 
    “You admit it?” 
 
    “I’m proud of it.  It proved his vanity was more important than his honor.” 
 
    They drew swords.  Firebrand brightened further. 
 
    “Can you see me?” I called.  “You see the fiery sword and the black armor?  Do you have any idea what you’re getting into?” 
 
    Two arrows came my way and I whirled Firebrand in a blazing figure-eight.  My deflection spell diverted the arrows, but nobody could tell why they missed.  The glare and trailing white fire had to ruin the details.  It was likely all they could tell was they missed—parried, perhaps, right out of the air.  Bronze walked forward, slowly, to about halfway.  We stopped there.  Two more arrows came at me and I whirled Firebrand again, as though parrying the arrows. 
 
    “Seriously.  You should get better archers.” 
 
    “Attack!” 
 
    Well, at least they used up their armor-piercing arrows.  I still haven’t enchanted my armor.  I’m not accustomed to enchanting suits of armor.  Diogenes kept replacing them!  But I’m about to enchant this one! 
 
    The cavalry kicked their horses and thundered toward us.  From the spread of their line, the center two planned to engage me while the flankers headed for the cart. 
 
    Bronze said something to the horses.  They all stopped short, completely without warning, quivering and snorting.  No one was unseated, but a collection of curses rang through the night. 
 
    Firebrand blazed like an exploding searchlight, then dimmed to mere metal as we cut left, circling the immobile line.  My cloak flowed onto my arm to become a shield.  We took a run behind them, coming from their right to avoid their shields, and Firebrand’s greater reach cut into six of them.  Most stayed on their horses as I swept by.  They twisted in the saddle to try and engage me, but their night vision was gone, their horses not behaving correctly, and Bronze was too quiet to be an accurate gauge of our proximity and their danger. 
 
    Two were smarter than the rest.  They immediately gave up on their horses.  Clearly, something magical was happening, so they dismounted immediately and sprinted for the treeline until I finished my attacks on the others.  Fearing they would be trampled, they stopped and went back-to-back.  I don’t know how well they could see, but they might have had a chance to watch as the ones I hit either fell from the saddle.  None of the fallen rose, but none of them died on the spot, either.  Two started to crawl away. 
 
    I hooked us around to my left, heading into the trees on their side.  This discouraged the two upright warriors from continuing into the trees and gave me a chance to find the archers.  A cloud of inky, invisible tendrils persuaded the archers—still blinking and trying to see—to lie down. 
 
    Bronze gave the horses another order and the whole line of them moved off to stand by the cart.  They didn’t seem to mind the blood and fire, but being told what to do by Bronze was outside their normal experience.  They didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    My warriors closed the distance quickly, seeing better by moonlight than the would-be ambushers.  I took a moment to consume what I could of the archers’ spirits.  Simply jerking the energies wholesale out of someone doesn’t imprint what they know all that well.  Taking my time does a much better job of transferring their experience and memories.  It’s like reading a book.  Skimming over it quickly, you get the gist of it.  Reading it slowly and carefully, you get the details.  Of course, I don’t remember the details for long, but the impression remains. 
 
    When I finished, I turned my attention to the melee.  The ones I wounded weren’t fighting much, if at all, being separated and half-blind.  My warriors rolled over them like a steel dragon—all scales and sharpness.  I checked quickly on the cart and kids.  They still carried sticks and rocks, ready to swing or throw, but were now up on the cart, watching.  The twelve-year-old, the eldest, was watching everything but the fight.  The other two were watching their adopted mothers sprint into battle and kill people. 
 
    Shouldn’t there be a guard with the kids?  Or is twelve old enough to act as sentry and guard?  I guess it depends on the kid and how they’re raised.  I’m not sure I trust a twelve-year-old to babysit, but, circumstances being what they are… 
 
    The two unwounded First were still back-to-back, defending themselves as their vision adapted to the dark again.  Their shields and armor were a major advantage, and having a partner to defend one’s back made their fight a serious one.  By the time my warriors finished the others, the other two were ready.  I don’t know where I would have put my money.  Two-to-one odds, yes, but heavy armor versus lighter swords?  There were a lot of factors to consider. 
 
    Bronze carried me up to the melee.  I dismounted and Firebrand flickered slightly. 
 
    “You four—work on the other one.  I’ll take this one.” 
 
    They redeployed on the taller one while I faced the other.  He licked his lips and couldn’t take his eyes off the lines of fire tracing Firebrand’s striations. 
 
    “Any last words?” 
 
    “May your rebirth be ignoble.” 
 
    “That’s the best you can do?  You waste your last breath on a curse when you’re dying for no good reason?” 
 
    I attacked at human speeds.  This didn’t call for a shift into hyperdrive.  He took it on his shield—with a clang.  It was merely enchanted to be tough, not with a repulsion field.  He counterattacked and darn near lost his sword in the infinite blackness.  This ruined his timing and his balance.  He gave a cry and staggered, but Firebrand’s backstroke was already coming in.  He raised his shield to meet Firebrand with the edge, but Firebrand cut into it nearly a foot, far enough to ring his helmet like a bell.  This staggered him.  I swept his sword out of line and targeted the center of his shield with a two-handed thrust.  He took the bait and leaned into his shield, but Firebrand went through it and his arm.  He screamed and cut at me, but I wrenched at Firebrand, throwing my adversary off-balance.  I jerked Firebrand free and traded a few passes with the warrior.  He should have practiced techniques against a disarm.  He thrust at me and I circled his blade, tight, and thrust once, myself.  His blade spun to the ground as Firebrand’s point penetrated his shield, breastplate, and maybe two inches of flesh. 
 
    There was a sudden gush of light and smoke through all the openings of his breastplate.  He didn’t scream.  He fell with a clang. 
 
    Meanwhile, with four attackers, the taller one was not faring well.  Whoever he attacked went full defensive and absorbed the blows with sword and shield.  Even attacking as quickly as possible, he couldn’t occupy more than two at a time.  The others pecked at him, seeking joints and gaps.  Now and then, a thrust would get through.  He was already bleeding from a couple of penetrating wounds.  As I watched, he parried one blow, took another on his shield, but the third—the third was a thrust to his thigh.  The point met the armor and slid up, under the tasset, and went home beneath the fauld.  He aarghed appropriately and bled some more. 
 
    When his friend went down, thud!, he realized he was vulnerable to the rear, as well.  He spun and cut at me, desperately, so I parried and stepped forward, corps-à-corps, locking blades with him—and did nothing.  We got into the traditional shoving match over crossed blades.  It was not to his advantage.  Three out of the other four blades found openings in shoulder, hip, and knee.  He screamed and all the fight went out of him as he collapsed.  Slim swords then found his armpit, neck, the open face of his helmet. 
 
    My guards stood there for a moment, panting at the exertion.  I understood the feeling perfectly, but there were things to do to avoid unpleasant questions. 
 
    “Go get the cart,” I ordered.  “We’re taking the bodies with us.” 
 
    “We are?” 
 
    “Heads on spikes beside the road might deter others.  We’ll start a collection.” 
 
    Velina looked dubious, but the rest immediately moved to obey. 
 
    I, meanwhile, made sure to soak up all the blood.  It’s not easy to see in the shadows of moonlight, but I don’t like taking chances.  I also started the process of sucking up souls from anyone who wasn’t quite dead yet.  The First are generally well-educated.  My language skills improved drastically, as well as my grasp of the do’s and don’ts of the culture.  I still don’t understand why something is proper or not, but I have a better chance of knowing which way to jump. 
 
    We loaded the meat and metal onto the cart. 
 
    “Where do we ride?” Velina wanted to know.  I considered it.  They could ride on top, but the cart might not take all the weight.  Instead, I gestured at the waiting horses. 
 
    “It’ll be slower than a ride in the cart—” I began. 
 
    “We’ll take care of it, sir,” Velina interrupted.  “You can count on it.” 
 
    “I get the impression you don’t like riding in the cart.” 
 
    “Not one damn bit, sir.” 
 
    “Fair enough, fair enough,” I chuckled.  “We’ll go together for another mile or so, just in case, but I don’t think anyone escaped the ambush.  If there’s anyone else along the road, I’ll find out for you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind riding second, sir.” 
 
    “Worried about me?” 
 
    “It’s my assignment, sir.” 
 
    “What about the youngsters?” 
 
    “None of ’em are mine, sir.” 
 
    “Well… all right.  Leisel will be mad at me if I don’t have at least one of you along.” 
 
    Velina rode with me while the other three took the mundane horses.  I wondered if the kids could ride, but realized, if not, they would learn quickly.  Bronze towed the cart so it wouldn’t slow them down.  It did slow us down a bit, but without anyone alive in it, we could press on much more quickly.  Corpses don’t mind a bumpy ride.  We didn’t stop until we reached the new fence at the bridge. 
 
    Our sentry post is now a guard station.  They’ve stacked rocks to form a wall at the edge of the ravine.  The wooden barrier blocks the bridge, but it’s easy enough to move.  Maybe we should consider a drawbridge and some towers.  With the only practical way in being over the bridge, it’s a good spot for a real fortification.  Besides, I hear there’s a vendetta on. 
 
    They let us through and our next stop was the village. 
 
    I let Velina handle the salvage and disposal.  I went into my tower, down into the dungeon, and laid my armor out on the floor.  I considered it, touched up the repairs, and got out the chalk. 
 
    This was clearly overdue.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 15th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    Ten people for dinner and a night to myself in a high-magic environment?  Armor enchantments complete.  There’s an over-powered repair spell embedded in it, now.  It’s constantly trying to pull everything into the proper place and shape, even down to the molecular level.  Not only does it repair the armor, it literally helps hold it together, making it harder and stronger.  I also copied the repulsion spell on Tobar’s shield.  I duplicated the effect and spent a while fiddling with it, figuring out how to clean it up.  His version was clearly done in a “messy bits” fashion, but I’ve seen a working example.  I revised and—in my opinion—improved it.  It’s not on the armor, itself, but on the scales and fibers in the joints.  If someone’s aiming at my neck, I’d rather have the blow or bullet nudged aside to hit a rigid piece, instead.  It’s not perfect—nothing ever is—but I think it’s a material improvement. 
 
    All things considered, I think I did good work.  I probably could have done better if I knew what the hell the armor was made of, but… darn it, Diogenes kept making new suits!  I don’t even know what the clear stuff in my faceplate is.  For all I know, it’s transparent aluminum—or maybe used to be, two or three or ten model numbers ago!  Almost every time I left, when I came back, there was an upgrade!  How was I supposed to keep up?  That’s why I never bothered to enchant the things! 
 
    I also spent some time and energy on my underwear, upgrading it.  The over-powered variant of a repair spell seemed a good idea on it, as well.  Not just for the protective qualities, but because it helps keep the molecular structure intact.  Both sets of armor will be harder to affect on a chemical level—they’re more resistant to burning.  Come to that, they’re more resistant to melting, but if I have to worry about my armor melting, I have bigger things to worry about. 
 
    My saber seems to be in good order again.  The enchantment drew power for quite a while, pulling the metal back into shape, but it’s settled down.  I let Firebrand heat it up to encourage the movement of atoms, which may have helped.  I think everything is back to normal on the personal equipment front.  I may have to explore some of the messy-bits enchantments around here.  Clearly, they’ve developed their weapon and armor upgrades to a fine art. 
 
    Leisel left me alone all night, much to my surprise.  On the other hand, she was waiting outside my shower stall when I emerged.  My startled reaction was amusing to her. 
 
    You could have told me she was there! I chided. 
 
    And miss the opportunity to watch you fall over yourself trying to duck back inside? Firebrand asked.  Not a chance, Boss.  Besides, it’s daytime.  You look human.  Human-ish. 
 
    Thanks bunches. 
 
    I shot Bronze a look.  Bronze tossed her head and chuffed hot air at me, amused.  I silently admitted it was funny, from their perspective.  The joke’s on me, I guess.  Okay.  I’m tough.  I can take a little humor at my expense—from them, at least.  It did make me think about new shower arrangements, though.  At first, I wanted a private, sun-proof shower.  Now… now it’s a potential ambush point.  Technically, it always has been.  I should have stopped using it the moment I had a relatively private room in the village. 
 
    On the plus side, I’m alive.  This pretty much guarantees no one is actively trying to assassinate me at present.  If I’m going to go off somewhere once or twice a day to be vulnerable, I’m a target.  Yet, no one has mustered up an attempt on my life.  Ergo, no one is trying to kill me, personally.  Or, to be fair, no one has figured out how to drop in enough troops to make the attempt worthwhile.  Maybe they can’t teleport a dozen people at once.  Maybe they don’t have enough thugs willing to attack a man in the shower.  Maybe their wizards aren’t comfortable with it.  I don’t know how they think.  I only know I’m lucky not to find my shower stall on fire while I’m in it. 
 
    How many times have I survived being an idiot simply by dumb luck?  But I do so prefer to stand under the waterfall while I’m sweating goo. 
 
    How hard will it be to get running water in the tower? 
 
    “Good morning,” Leisel offered, along with my underwear.  I snapped my fingers and was dry.  I dressed while we talked. 
 
    “I have got to learn that,” she remarked. 
 
    “It’s actually not a hard spell.  Feels a little weird, though.” 
 
    “Oh?  How so?” 
 
    “There’s a tugging feeling as it draws the water away.  It also tries to pull your skin off.  It’s not strong enough to do it, but—did you see what happened to my hair?” 
 
    “It all stood up for a second.  The spell?” 
 
    “Yes.  It’s peculiar, but a mild sensation.  It’s still strange.” 
 
    “I really want to learn.” 
 
    “We’ll start lessons when we we’re alone.  Is that what you came out here for?” 
 
    “No.  Messengers from Sarcana arrived while you were out.  They brought the formal vendetta declaration.  I found someone with good penmanship.  We’re drafting the reply.” 
 
    “Oh?  What’s it say?” 
 
    “The usual.  We reject their terms, they’re all doomed, and so on.” 
 
    “You make it sound routine.” 
 
    “This is just the first exchange of letters.  We haven’t got to the part where we negotiate.  You’ll want to read their demands, I imagine, before we settle on a counteroffer.” 
 
    “In the meantime, people keep trying to kidnap or kill Renata?  And anyone in their way?” 
 
    “It’s a vendetta.  If she’s the reason for the vendetta, it’s allowed.” 
 
    “I see.  What do they want?” 
 
    “Renata, a hundred shirak in gold, and a public apology at the Hall of Ruling for the murder of Palan, manzhani of House Sarcana.”  She shook her head.  “They know you can’t do the last one.  The apology would be a confession to murder.” 
 
    I bundled my armor together and lashed it behind the saddle.  I didn’t feel like it, today.  Besides, it was nice out. 
 
    “What would happen if I simply gave them everything they asked for?” 
 
    “They would have no choice but to accept.” 
 
    “But they wouldn’t have time to cause a lot of ruckus and disturbance out here, either.  And anything happening after I paid them off, they would be on the hook for.” 
 
    “True, but their demands include a confession you murdered Palan, not killed him in a warriors’ dispute.  Do you plan to?” 
 
    “Not even close.  No, I think I’ll make them a counteroffer.” 
 
    “May one ask?” 
 
    I mounted.  Leisel grabbed the rear of the saddle and swung up behind me.  It’s an impressive feat and both Bronze and I were. 
 
    “I plan to give them what they really want,” I told her. 
 
    “Do you know what they really want?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “And if you’re wrong?” 
 
    “I hope I’m not,” I admitted, “because I’m severely tempted to go kill them all.” 
 
      
 
    Back at the tower, I set up on the top floor again—the new top floor, since the tower is still growing—and made it my workroom.  Leisel had a brief conversation with some of my personal guard and followed me up to help move my stuff.  I think she didn’t want anyone else asking questions about why I had wizardly weirdness on hand. 
 
    The top two floors are still a bit cramped, vertically, but they’re getting taller.  I don’t have to duck, but I keep feeling as though I should. 
 
    With scrying mirror engaged and a bit of persistence, I probed the scrying defenses of the Sarcana estate in Sarashda.  The barrier around the place was a good one, apparently solid from the outside, but there were openings, deliberate ones, leading like narrow tunnels into the building.  These converged on a single room with a couple of crystal balls and a mirror.  Clearly, communication between mirrors was available, so I did the equivalent of ringing theirs. 
 
    A wizard—the same wizard who came to visit us, Kellogg or something—entered the room after a minute or two.  No, I remember.  His name was Kellonol.  He regarded the mirror and breathed on it, fogging it instantly.  He waved a silken sleeve over it, completing the activation. 
 
    Our scrying spells interlocked and I looked out of his mirror as he looked out of mine. 
 
    “Good morning,” I began, but his face went white, his eyes went round, and his hands flashed up, crossing and snapping apart, severing the link.  The image fell away and I regarded my daytime reflection. 
 
    “Well, that was odd,” Leisel murmured. 
 
    “You think?” I grumbled and fired up the scrying spell again.  It didn’t want to connect.  I had to fiddle with it a bit, forcing it to accept an incoming call.  Eventually, it flickered to life.  The Sarcana scrying chamber was still occupied.  Kellonol was busily talking to someone in a crystal ball.  Judging by the outfit, I’d guess it was another wizard—one not employed by the House.  His colors and patterns were nothing like Kellonol’s.  He looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him.  Maybe one of the wizards I bought back the sigil from?  Probably. 
 
    “It called me on the mirror!” he snapped back, obviously irate at something the other person said.  “It knows!” 
 
    “It can’t know,” came the reply.  “At most, it might have suspected.  But now?  After you’ve panicked?  This is your fault, and your problem.” 
 
    “Actually,” I interrupted, speaking through the other mirror, “I just want to be left alone.  I called to discuss negotiations with House Sarcana, but I’m prepared to discuss negotiations with all of you, too.” 
 
    The two of them screamed “Ahh!” together.  The one in the crystal ball hung up.  The other gestured to sever my connection again. 
 
    “Rude,” I observed. 
 
    “I agree,” Leisel offered.  “What now?” 
 
    “It’s hard to negotiate if they won’t even talk.  On the other hand, if they understood what I said, it’s possible they’ll try to call back.” 
 
    “Should I have someone sit by the mirror?” 
 
    “No, it isn’t set up properly.”  I sighed.  “It’s only a spell, not an enchantment, and not at all user-friendly.  I’ll set it up, but I’ll have to work on it for most of the morning, I think.” 
 
    “If you say so.  Velina tells me the others are bringing in some horses?” 
 
    “Yes.  There’s also a collection of bodies and armor in the cart, if no one has done anything with them.  Did she mention those?” 
 
    “Only the heads and spikes.  Where do you want them?” 
 
    “Form a line along the road, starting at the far end of the bridge and pacing away.  Let people see them as they approach.  It might be a deterrent.” 
 
    “Possibly.  Can I divide up the armor?” 
 
    “Divide it up?” 
 
    “The equipment we got from the kidnappers all fits someone, more or less.  This is hard armor, so some pieces will always fit someone.  We can divide up bracers, greaves, possibly a gorget, a pixane if they have them—those sorts of things.” 
 
    “Sure.  We’ll build an armory to store miscellaneous parts.  And we do need to hire a wizard.  Not all the enchantments will work together in a mix-and-match set.  We may also need a good excuse, since my current wizard is never seen in public.” 
 
    “I’ll send some scouts to various cities.  There are other occupations we could stand to recruit, too.” 
 
    “Thank you.  What else do we need to do?” 
 
    “I’ve been told some barbarians have been seen along our western border, climbing around on the mountains and exploring the waterfalls downstream.  I think they’re looking for a good way to come in for a full raid.” 
 
    “I’ll look into it after I finish enchanting a mirror,” I sighed. 
 
    “Save some of your strength for the evening, please.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Leisel squeezed me for a moment and relaxed against me. 
 
    “Oh.  Of course.”  I squeezed her in return and she let me get to work.  She’s a practical woman. 
 
      
 
    The mirror was the start.  It was fairly simple, but other thoughts occurred to me.  How do the local wizards communicate with each other?  Do they have dedicated mirrors for these things?  The look I got into the Sarcana estate’s scrying room implied it.  The room had deliberate communications channels and more than one scrying device.  Did they link different Sarcana estates?  Did they have dedicated connections to allied great Houses?  I didn’t get a close enough look. 
 
    Which raised the question of how anyone could call us.  Is there a protocol for exchanging mirrors?  Do I enchant a pair of them—or, rather, have “my wizard” enchant them—and send one to whoever I want to talk to?  Or do I wait for someone to scry in our direction and re-route it to my mirror?  I know I can do that, but what’s the protocol?  What’s the etiquette?  Is there an equivalent to a phone number, or a radio frequency?  Or do the House symbols have something to do with it?  I did see Sarcana’s abstract design on the stands holding the crystal balls.  It might have been built into the mirror, too.  Do I need a House symbol people can recognize so they can call me? 
 
    This reminded me to check for people scrying on the valley.  I’m not raising a scryshield over the whole valley any more than I’m raising a scryshield over the whole of the city of Vios.  It’s like burying a prehistoric elephant:  A mammoth undertaking. 
 
    On the other hand, where would someone want most to look?  The central village.  And with Renata sleeping in the tower, it’s likely they want to look there.  I can scryguard the tower, sort of, without too much trouble.  Much like one of the shields around the King’s Palace in the mountain, I can set up a redirector.  Anyone projecting a scrying sensor inside the shield gets auto-connected to the mirror. 
 
    But wait!  There’s more! 
 
    Suppose I raise such a shield as a permanent spell.  It draws in power to keep itself running.  It doesn’t always need to draw a lot of power if no one is trying to see in.  What if it draws in slightly more power to increase its own size?  It can stay centered on the tower—technically, it can stay centered on a small crystal with the spell’s primary pattern embedded in its matrix.  It can expand from there, gradually, maybe a square meter or two every day until it covers the whole… well, it’s not a castle.  Tower and outbuildings?  Keep?  Whatever it winds up being.  I can even provide the spell matrix crystal a power supply and increase the rate of expansion—or increase the power to the scryshield if a lot of people keep poking it. 
 
    Would I want the scryshield to cover the whole valley?  Probably not.  Someone could enter the valley on foot through one of the less-convenient goat paths and be inside the scryshield.  Nothing would stop them from looking around to their heart’s content.  I could use multiple crystals to create different-sized shields, or I could restrict the main shield’s growth to only cover the tower and grounds.  The latter strikes me as more practical. 
 
    So, there went my morning.  I tested the mirror’s non-wizard functionality and it worked flawlessly, for the most part.  My first check was to see downstairs, which it did.  Next, I tried linking it to my Ring of Spying and sent a micro-gate out to find my stolen dynamos.  It linked with the ring perfectly, but the dynamos were still shielded.  Ah, well.  The setup also worked when I looked for Kasara, Tellith, and… don’t tell me; I know this… Sharna!  The three of them were still en route.  I presume they rested at some point last night.  By midday, they were well on their way to Spogeyzer. 
 
    How far is it from our bridge to Sarashda?  I mean, Bronze and I can do it in an hour, but we’re not a good measure for mortals.  Towing a cart, we still managed it in four hours or so.  What would it be on foot?  Four days of hard going?  Five?  Maybe three days on horseback?  Should we expect them in another two days or so? 
 
    I wasn’t about to open a gate to lead a whole string of horses through.  On the other hand, dropping off a couple of sacks of fodder and some human rations seemed a good idea.  I parked the lot of it—thud!—on the road ahead, where they would be sure to find it.  Leisel tied a black cloth around the mouth of the sack. 
 
    “What’s that for?” 
 
    “So they know it’s from you.” 
 
    I didn’t ask and didn’t argue, just sent it through.  Once done, I told her about the mirror. 
 
    “So we should be able to post anyone on it,” I concluded.  “It’s an enchanted mirror and simply works.  Snap your fingers and it turns off the communication.  Otherwise, it’ll answer any incoming call.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.  I’ll get a regular watch set up for it.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “And, if you’re not busy, Tessera wants a moment with you.” 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say so, no.” 
 
    “I was hoping to get some work done on the mill-race.” 
 
    “Too late.” 
 
    “What?  It’s finished?” 
 
    “You think we sit on our asses and do nothing while you’re out?” 
 
    “I… no, I don’t.  I only… huh.  All right.  I’ll want to inspect it.” 
 
    “Of course you will.  Tessera first?” 
 
    “Sure.  And what do you mean by ‘Of course you will’?” 
 
    “Only that you want to make everything perfect,” she replied, pulling up the trapdoor and ushering me down the steps.  “You can’t leave well enough alone.” 
 
    “‘Good enough’ is never good enough,” I muttered, and went downstairs. 
 
    Tessera was still hard at her practice.  A squad of warriors—of both genders—was taking turns fighting her.  A moment of observation showed they weren’t getting into formal duels.  Someone would walk up to Tessera, they would fight, pressing hard and as fast as possible, trying every trick they knew, and would fall back when Tessera was hit or the attacker started to slow from fatigue.  Tessera would rest and a fresh warrior would be ready by then, having rested through the bouts with all the others. 
 
    When the present bout finished, Tessera threw down her stick and threw herself at me.  She hugged me, hard, laughing.  I hugged her in return while handing Leisel a puzzled look.  Leisel only smiled.  I noticed Tessera’s heartbeat was extremely high, practically a vibration, but she didn’t seem to notice or mind. 
 
    “I can fight!” Tessera whooped.  “I can fight like I never fought before!” 
 
    “That badly?” I asked, knowing what she meant.  “I hoped you would fight better.”  She only laughed and let me go. 
 
    “What did you do?  How did you do it?  I’ve never been so fast!  And I’ve learned—well, I’ve learned so many new moves!  Everyone keeps trying to come up with something new, but my eye and my hand just seem to pick it up after a few tries!” 
 
    I mentally kicked myself.  There’s a hyperactive healing spell running all around the brainstem and down through the cervical vertebrae.  It put her bones back together quickly, which was good, and put the wiring back in place to let her have minor things like a pulse and respiration, which was better.  Now, though, everything is working perfectly.  All that energy is enhancing her natural functions, making them work faster, better.  She’s building reflexes and skill—what they call “muscle memory”—in a perfectly natural fashion, but the spell is juicing it up to hyper-accelerated levels. 
 
    Again, the brain is a tricky thing to fix.  Maybe I should take a class.  Then again, what class should I take?  Neuroanatomy might be a good start.  I wonder if there’s a night course I can audit, somewhere. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re feeling better.  I told you you’d fight again, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You did, and I’m sorry I doubted you—sir!” 
 
    “Good.  Now, we need to take the spell off.  It places an enormous strain on your body and your heartbeat is far too fast.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not too—” she began, pressing a finger to her throat, and stopped.  She frowned. 
 
    “See what I mean?  You’ll need to spend the remainder of the day and all tonight resting and eating and drinking all the water you can hold.  Tomorrow you can go back to duty.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Leisel cleared her throat and Tessera shut up.  I didn’t remove the spell, but I did alter it into a more generalized healing spell.  For all I know, she has cardiac damage, or bones and tendons about to detach, or something.  There’s no telling what side effects this might have.  If she doesn’t notice any symptoms, though, they can’t be too immediate.  Eighteen hours of resting with a healing spell should fix the worst of them. 
 
    As we walked away, Leisel sighed. 
 
    “First, you tell me not to tell anyone.  Next thing I know, you’re talking about your spells.” 
 
    “Damn.  You’re right.  I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    “It’s saved Tessera from dying, maybe.  Saved her from being a cripple, certainly.  I’m not complaining, but you could warn me.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of it.” 
 
    “I know.  You were only thinking of saving her.  I’m going to have to do some gossip work.” 
 
    “Gossip work?” 
 
    “You’re a returned soul, remember?  Try to act like one.” 
 
    “Uh… how do I do that?” 
 
    “How should I know?  I’m no priest,” she pointed out.  “Act wise, or something.  It’s about the only way we can get away with this.” 
 
    “Wise?” 
 
    “Do your best.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “By the way, we have a bunch of tree stumps wanting attention.” 
 
    “From an awakened, returned, enlightened soul?” 
 
    “From a magical sword.  Magic swords of fire aren’t so bad.  They’re just enchanted.  Doesn’t mean you’re weird.” 
 
    “But I am weird.” 
 
    “Shh.  Don’t tell anyone and try to keep it toned down.  Go burn things with your blade.  I’ve got to work out a schedule for tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    So I went out to the edges of the fields, stuck Firebrand in a series of stumps, and waited.  After the first few, a squad of men and women came out with picks, shovels, and other garden implements.  They chopped and dug and filled, leveling out the holes where there used to be roots. 
 
    Note to self: adjust the contour line of the valley’s dirt to make irrigation easier. 
 
    I did not like their farming tools.  Not because I have an aversion to farm implements, but because I’ve seen better.  For example, their picks were basically two sticks, tied together to form a cross, with the crossbeam sharpened at both ends.  The better-quality ones were made with a haft selected to be forked, so the crossbeam could be tied in place on both, giving greater stability and strength.  The shovels were worse, being semicircles on the ends of sticks, kind of like one end of the Vulcan lirpa.  Rakes were forked sticks with a third stick tied in place between them, forming a three-tined implement. 
 
    I made notes. 
 
    Once we burned out the stumps, I went to examine the millrace.  They’d done a good job on the wall in the river.  It funneled water into a narrow stream for the waterwheel, raising the level of water flowing through and the power available.  They were already building another mill on the opposite side.  Judging by the large stone they were carving into a wheel, it would be a grain mill.  Six people were in the water, already laying foundation courses for its millrace. 
 
    I put a minor spell on the sawmill’s millrace wall to eventually smooth it out and adjust the line of it.  I wanted a less turbulent flow.  Other than that, I had nothing to do, so I went back to my tower.  Everyone was out doing something, except on the top floor.  There, Leisel already had someone posted as a watch on the mirror.  I nodded to her and she nodded back.  I went down to the bedroom and wondered what I should be doing. 
 
    Osric?  He wasn’t one of the warriors who tried to ambush us.  If he’s smart, he’s avoiding me.  Given his behavior in the arena—the sudden about-face and departure—he’s smarter than I gave him credit for. 
 
    What about the wizards?  From the overheard conversation, they either know what I am or they’re afraid because they don’t know what I am.  What tipped them off?  Walking into a magical pawnshop?  Possibly.  A lot of bells went ding!  If those didn’t identify me, they at least were an alarm to prompt them to check.  But it was during the day… I don’t usually register as anything but mortal during the day.  Why would the bells go off?  And am I being investigated and annoyed by wizards on their own or by wizards hired by someone else to do so?  That’s the trouble with wizards.  They might do things for their own reasons or for someone else’s. 
 
    Then there’s the House of Sarcana.  Specifically, Naskarl.  They want Renata, but they seem unwilling to simply murder her.  I don’t know what they plan for her, but I’m guessing it’s either a ritual sacrifice or captivity until the child is born.  Hazir mentioned the idea there might be a deception as to the mother of the child.  Would the priests be able to tell if the child was Palan’s or not?  Regardless, there’s an heir involved, and one to a wealthy House.  They’re not going to simply give up, and the vendetta decree is either their way of making it clear or a rather aggressive way of negotiating for what they want.  Threatening an open war between us is probably meant to intimidate—“Give me your lunch money, twerp, and I won’t beat your face in.” 
 
    I don’t like bullies.  Although, if I’m being honest, I’m something of a hypocrite.  I’ve been a bully, myself.  But then, I don’t like me, much, either. 
 
    Dungeons.  I should expedite a formal dungeon.  If House Sarcana is going to be unreasonable—and they might—then I’ll probably need someplace to store condemned prisoners.  I have a basement for the tower, but it’s not a dungeon, yet. 
 
    I should probably also try again to call the House Sarcana.  If they won’t take the call, I’ll have to write up the counteroffer.  As soon as I come up with a good counteroffer, that is. 
 
    Oh!  I should check on my backup lairs.  There’s no telling how far along my pet pyramid is, nor what disasters have befallen my house the Zombified States of America. 
 
    This is the problem with sitting still.  I start thinking of all the things I have yet to do and get anxious about not having done them. 
 
    First things first.  I kicked the architectural spells into high gear to add yet another floor.  The top floor used to be my scrying room.  Now it’s about to be the central switchboard for the valley.  Or, wait.  Do they need to be here in the tower?  Can we find an auxiliary building and put the switchboard operators—mirror operators—in there?  I’ll check with Leisel and see where we can put them. 
 
    Regardless, I did need to update the tower’s architectural plans.  The magic making it change shape needs a clear progression and I’ve been letting it slide.  I also need a new mirror, since the main one is sort of a central viewscreen for the communications department.  Grumbling, I let them have my workroom for a while.  I dragged my portable gate, power crystals, and attitude down to the basement. 
 
    On the bright side, I did make time to deal with the tool issues. 
 
    A couple of small gateways into alternate realities found a collection of garden tools.  I could have opened several small gateways, one after the other, but it would have taken more power.  Instead, I opened one gateway, stepped through, and let my Ring of Spying keep a micro-gate open.  I collected the various tools, opened the main gate again, and stepped through with a double armload of equipment.  The poor guy in the garden tools department didn’t even shout.  I wondered if the security camera would back up his story or if he would simply keep quiet and let his manager figure it out. 
 
    Next up, checking in on both the zombie lair and pet pyramid.  Both seemed fine.  The house has a repair spell on it, so it doesn’t need much maintenance.  No one broke in while I was away, either.  Maybe no one came by, maybe the Nothing To See Here spell kept it safe.  Either way, it was fine. 
 
    The pet pyramid was in good shape.  It was doing exactly what I wanted—sitting there, permanent and immutable, as a stable place for me to hide.  Still black as pitch and dark as night, but at least those absorbing spells weren’t still replicating. 
 
    All in all, things were going well in both places.  Of course, I wasn’t there to screw it up. 
 
    With the power left in the crystals—not counting my emergency escape charge—I encouraged the tower to grow faster, adding some specific instructions.  Finish the top floors first, then get to work on displacing dirt and growing more of a dungeon.  Subterranean passages and chambers might be more useful than I anticipated, and soon.  I stepped into my headspace to do some design work. 
 
    The growth plans I had for the tower got an update.  It’s tricky, since I can’t simply lay it out and tell it to go there.  It’s more like drawing an animated short.  Each successive frame has another small change, all of which add up to the final result.  At least, the semi-final result before I change my mind and change the tower again. 
 
    Leisel stomped on the trapdoor and shouted down.  In my headspace, the phone rang.  I put it on speaker and heard her calling for me.  I stepped back out of my headspace and told her to come in.  She hauled up the trapdoor and descended a few steps. 
 
    “There’s someone on the mirror for you.” 
 
    “Oh?  Took them long enough.” 
 
    “I’m told there have been several people appearing on the mirror, but they all vanished as soon as their image appeared.” 
 
    “They didn’t expect to get a mirror connection,” I guessed, heading upstairs with the tools. 
 
    “If you say so.  What’s all this?” she asked, regarding the yard equipment. 
 
    “Things to make.  See to it these are given to whatever smiths and crafters we have.  I want more of the same.” 
 
    “As you say.  May I ask why?” 
 
    “Because the shovels around here are worthless.” 
 
    “Uhm.  If you say so.  I had more in mind why you care.” 
 
    “Oh.  Look, if we have a hundred people digging with the shovels we currently use and each person digs three feet of ditch, that’s three hundred feet of ditch.  With me?” 
 
    “I understand earthworks.” 
 
    “Good.  Now, if we use the new shovel design, those hundred diggers can each do four or five feet of ditch in the same amount of time.  If we have an hour to prepare, how fast do you want a ditch dug?” 
 
    “I take your point.  And the rest of this stuff?” 
 
    “Again, the more work a farmer can do in less time, the more food each farmer produces.  The more food they produce, the less we have to import.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow your thinking.  You want to make it easier to farm?” 
 
    “Where do we get most of our food now?” 
 
    “Spogeyzer.  Or one of the towns on the way.  Farms around those, anyway.  And some hunting.  We have farmers doing their thing, but I don’t know how long it will be before we can eat any of it.” 
 
    “If we produce more food, we don’t have to buy it from anyone in the middle of a vendetta.” 
 
    I saw Leisel’s eyes widen.  It hadn’t occurred to her Sarcana might try to starve us.  The local idea of warfare isn’t the all-out thing I’m familiar with.  It’s more maneuvering for a clearly victorious position.  It’s less war and more chess.  I understand these people better now that I’ve had more of a personalized dinner of several, but I’m still not an authority on how they think.  I’m not a native, not by a long shot. 
 
    I left the tools on the ground floor and we climbed the stairs as we talked.  I opened the trapdoors and held them for Leisel as we ascended.  At the top, the mirror was on, like a window into another room.  The guard stood next to it, waiting more patiently than the wizard in the mirror.  The wizard was distorted somewhat, as though the mirror were some sort of funhouse reflection.  It was an even distortion, though, all the way around.  Maybe the other end of the communication was a crystal ball?  It could account for the oddity of the image.  Maybe it was my spell not being totally compatible with theirs. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” I offered, and moved to stand in front of my mirror.  I made a mental note to get a chair. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” he replied, hands tucked through the crossed bandoliers of pouches.  He bowed slightly and stepped hastily out of the way.  A younger man, maybe thirty, took his place.  He reminded me strongly of Palan, the man I killed in the stands.  Younger, slimmer, with the same brow and jawline, but thicker eyebrows, a shade darker skin, and narrower eyes.  Not his son, certainly, or we wouldn’t be having problems.  Younger brother, probably. 
 
    “Al of House Lucard,” I offered. 
 
    “Naskarl of House Sarcana.” 
 
    “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    “You have our decree of vendetta?” he asked.  I thought to myself, So that’s how it’s going to be, is it? 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “How say you?” 
 
    “I say you’re in for one hell of a beating if we can’t come to terms.  You have my attention, sir, without my goodwill.  This has been known to be a horrible combination.” 
 
    “Your posturing does not move me.  Give us what we want or face destruction.” 
 
    “Ah, what you want.  Yes.  I’ve been considering what you really want.  As I understand it, you asked—let us say ‘asked,’ rather than ‘demanded.’  It seems more civilized.  You asked for Renata, a lot of gold, and a public apology, I think.  Did I forget something?” 
 
    “No, you have listed our…” he trailed off, lips twisting in a sneer, “…requests.” 
 
    “What do you intend to do with Renata, should I hand her over to you?” 
 
    “That is none of your affair.” 
 
    “Let me put it another way.  Why do you want her?” 
 
    “As I said, it is not your affair.  The fact we want her is all you need to know.” 
 
    The idea of opening a gate through the mirror and dragging Naskarl halfway through it before it closed was one hell of a temptation.  I resisted.  It’s good practice.  Besides, I’m not sure how such a gate would work if his end was a crystal ball.  I pasted a smile on my face and tried not to show how much I wanted to sort this out by killing everyone involved with his House. 
 
    “Manzhani Naskarl, I acknowledge your request for the woman.  However, I believe you want something more fundamental than simply having her in your possession.” 
 
    “You presume to know our wants?” he asked, and not nicely. 
 
    “Not at all.  I’m making a guess.  A good guess, I think, given what I know.  For example, if she remains as she is, an independent warrior, she could claim… oh, I don’t know.  She could get herself pregnant, for example, and claim it was Palan’s child.  I’m sure you don’t want the trouble and difficulty of this sort of thing.  After all, who would?  It is a wise course to seek her out and keep her under close watch until any doubts about the matter are resolved.  Am I wrong?” 
 
    Naskarl clasped his hands and tapped his forefingers against his lips, thinking.  I kept my idiot grin in place and waited. 
 
    “What do you want with her?” Naskarl asked, pointing at me with the little finger of one hand.  “You have already demonstrated a keen desire to keep her.  Why?” 
 
    “She’s signed on with me.  If you kidnapped any other guard, I’d have reacted the same.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “In the interests of continuing our discussion, I’m going to ignore the fact you just called me a liar.” 
 
    “Wise of you,” Naskarl replied.  “Very well, yes.  Your reasoning is not inaccurate.  It is partly why we wish to have this woman in our care.” 
 
    “I’m glad we have that established.  With this in mind, I should mention I’m giving serious thought to marrying her and making her my galvanais so she can provide me with an heir.  She strikes me as suitable.  If I were to do so tomorrow, let us say, would you still be so interested in declaring vendetta?” 
 
    Naskarl looked startled, then his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “You think I’m a fool?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I said.  Not yet, I thought. 
 
    “You intend to usurp control of House Sarcana through this bastard of my brother’s!  You are not defending some petty warrior!  You have designs upon the whole of my House!” 
 
    Now I think you’re a fool, I thought, but did not say.  He as much as admitted he knew Renata was already pregnant, and by his elder brother.  The House might have bigger and more immediate problems than a bastard child potentially inheriting the place. 
 
    “As I understand it—and we can ask the priests, if you like—a child isn’t a child until it’s born.  If Renata is my galvanais when the child is born, it’s my child and has nothing to do with Palan, you, or the House Sarcana.  Am I wrong?” 
 
    “Within the law, this is so.  But the fact of the child’s bloodline gives you recourse within the Temples.  If they see fit, they may declare it the heir, and you know it!  This is your plan, all laid bare before me.  I see your thought and will have none of it!” 
 
    “Hang on.  Didn’t I hear Palan’s galvanais finally conceived?  Wouldn’t that child take precedence, regardless?” 
 
    Naskarl’s built-in tan lightened several shades as he paled. 
 
    “Speak not of this matter!  I know your mind!  You seek only to benefit yourself at the expense of a great House!  We will have our vengeance for the death of our manzhani!” 
 
    He stepped away from the mirror.  Someone else’s hand came into view to strike the other end of the connection—mirror, crystal ball, whatever—with a fingernail.  The image faded into reflection. 
 
    Leisel regarded me in the mirror. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    I turned away from the mirror and looked reflexively for a chair.  Nope.  I have to get more furniture. 
 
    “I think they don’t care if I take Renata as my galvanais or not.” 
 
    “Was it high on your list of things to do?” 
 
    “No, but if it would move her outside their sphere of interests, I can let her have the station.  It’s not like she has to do anything as long as the paperwork is all filled out, right?” 
 
    “I suppose not.  I am surprised you would do this.” 
 
    “To be blunt, I barely know her.  If it would get Sarcana to leave us alone, Renata could have the titular position and we all go about our business.  They don’t seem to be content with that.  Moreover, Hazir mentioned to me it was suspiciously good timing for Palan’s galvanais to be declared pregnant within days of his demise.  I’m not sure how this relates, but I’m sure it does.” 
 
    “Renata’s child will have a claim to the leadership of House Sarcana,” Leisel pointed out.  “Assuming Nironda is truly with child, hers would be the first heir, since she is the galvanais.  It would not be first time, however, someone has lied.” 
 
    “Lied?  Lied how?” 
 
    “Perhaps she is not yet with child and hopes to conceive one with Naskarl.  Perhaps she has already conceived by some other man and hopes thereby to retain her position as mother to the heir.  She miscarried, as I recall, several times while galvanais to Palan.  She may be feeling her youth slip away and seek to establish a more permanent position.  Naskarl, too, may have some motive, although I think he would be loath to have Nironda bear his brother’s child.  It would take precedence over any of his own.” 
 
    “Unless he’s the one who sired the hypothetical child with Nironda?” 
 
    “Exactly.  He may have done so, but then he would not need Renata—killing her would be simplest.  He may also have nothing to do with Nironda and be presently plotting against her and Renata equally, to clear the path of his own lineage to control of the House.  This, too, would mean killing her is the easiest course.  He obviously wants her, either in her own right or for the child she carries.  Possibly both.” 
 
    “I hate politics,” I sighed. 
 
    “Possibly a mark of an enlightened soul,” Leisel pointed out.  “You have little patience for things built on customs rather than on higher truths.”  I glanced at the guard on mirror-monitor duty.  She didn’t miss the comment. 
 
    “If you say so,” I hedged.  “Come on.  We need to deliver tools.” 
 
    We went downstairs, through the upper bedroom, lower bedroom, and down to the ground.  Leisel sent for someone while I bundled up the tools.  Rather than deliver them ourselves, Leisel sent them, along with instructions to duplicate them. 
 
    “Bronze and I could get there faster.” 
 
    “You have something else to do.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Good.”  She took me by the hand and led me to the upper bedroom.  At least it had furniture.  Leisel thinks ahead. 
 
      
 
    I gave Leisel plenty of warning before the transformation started.  She waited while I stood to one side and sweated. 
 
    In a world where there are no seasons, I don’t think we need a fireplace.  We do need more ventilation, though.  I made a note to do some drawing in my mental study and plan out some ventilation pipes in the structure of the tower’s shaping spell.  For now, I sweated through my transformation, gestured the byproducts into a compact little mess, and put it in a chamber pot. 
 
    Leisel sat in bed, watching the process. 
 
    “You once offered to teach wizardry,” she started. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I had some discussion with others.” 
 
    “Oh?  How did it go?” 
 
    “Some are more religious than others.” 
 
    “So, mixed results?” 
 
    “In a way.  Anyone can swing an axe, but it doesn’t make us woodsmen.  Most of us can bandage a wound, but it doesn’t make us physickers.  Others can hide behind a shield or hold a spear, but it doesn’t make them warriors.” 
 
    “It’s study and practice that bothers them?” 
 
    “Everyone has a place,” Leisel pointed out.  “They learn their calling and their craft because it’s what they’re meant to do.  It’s what the gods want, how they arranged and ordered the world.  Copying what someone else does because it’s too simple to not do… it’s just what people do.  Delving into the secrets of another caste is where most people draw the line.”  Her lips quirked into another smile.  “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think people should learn anything they want, do anything they want—from an occupational standpoint, anyway.” 
 
    Leisel shifted on the bed like a cat, moving from a reclined to prone position, watching me. 
 
    “I want to ask you a question.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Do you believe this because you are an enlightened soul, come from beyond the mortal realm, or because you are a creature, not a man?” 
 
    “Good question.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “May I ask what brings this on?” 
 
    “I’ve watched you… change.  It’s strange to watch, but not half as strange as what you are.  The tongue, the teeth, the eyes… even the fingernails and ears.  Black is the color of death, and everything about you is darkness.  I work for you, but maybe I shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “I’d rather not have to cope without you,” I admitted.  “I need someone to be my organizer, my right hand.  If you don’t think you should, I’ll understand.  Say so and I’ll give you a big sack of gold and let you go.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I won’t like it, but it’s your life.  You can do with it anything you want.  I’m pleased to have you helping me, but it is your decision.” 
 
    Leisel nodded, smiling impishly.  I had the distinct feeling I passed some sort of test. 
 
    “And what if I don’t trust you to give me anything after I decide to leave?” 
 
    “Is there someone you trust to hold the money for you?  I can have a box delivered.  You can leave me a note to tell me why you can’t work for me anymore.  I’d rather have the chance to talk you out of leaving—or explain my view on whatever caused it—but then you can leave and still have your severance pay.  Or just take whatever money we have lying around and leave.  I’d appreciate it if you appointed someone to take over for you, though.” 
 
    “What’s to stop you from finding me?” 
 
    “Nothing, I guess.  Do you want me to beef up your protection amulet so it’s hard to find you, too?  There are drawbacks.” 
 
    “Drawbacks?” 
 
    “If someone kidnaps you to blackmail me, I won’t be able to find you then, either.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Fair.  No, I’ll stick to the magic I know.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, you mentioned a desire to study magic.  You could learn to cast your own hiding spells.” 
 
    “Really?  How long would this take?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Everyone has different levels of talent and dedication.  If you only want to learn some spells, we could do it in a week, tops.  If you want to learn theory, so you can design your own spells, it’ll take longer, but you’ll be much better at it.” 
 
    “Let’s start with some good tricks, first.  Maybe I’ll like it.” 
 
    “We’ll start with teaching you to perceive magical forces,” I decided.  “You almost have to if you want to work any spell well. After, how about conjuring a light?  Like I did in the mine?” 
 
    “I’ve got some time before I need to sleep.  And, since you…” she trailed off, gesturing at my body. 
 
    “…I’m not going to be as useful as I was?” I guessed. 
 
    “Close enough.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 18th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    Leisel’s lessons are going well.  She’s a warrior, not a wizard, and insofar as the caste system goes, they put her in the right one.  On the other hand, she’s not untalented.  She could, with time and training, make a living as a wizard in Karvalen, I’m sure.  With a little help and a vampire-wizard mind-meld—I’ve explained it as teaching her in dreams—she’s mastered the special mental state required to see and manipulate magical effects.  Technically, she’s now a wizard.  She’s also almost mastered the basic ball of light illumination spell.  She still has to do the large, sweeping gestures to gather power, the hand motions to form it into a ball, and speak the local magical sound-symbol for “light,” but it works. 
 
    I wonder if this makes her a heretic or merely a blasphemer.  She’s not quitting her job as a warrior, but she’s learning some basic skills in another profession.  Is this regarded as acceptable, or simply ignored unless one makes a production of it? 
 
    Morning practice is also going well.  Tessera had a bad day after I adjusted her healing spell, but she’s fit and happy again.  She’s not much of an instructor, since her hand and eye simply do things.  She can’t explain them.  She makes a great sparring partner, though, and she’s my demonstrator when I’m going over a new drill. 
 
    We’ve had major progress on the iron and coal mines, so much so I’m considering a direct road between the sites, rather than have everything go through the village.  I keep surreptitiously zapping various things around the sites to improve them.  All the smelting furnaces already copied my design for taller chimneys to improve draft.  I had to put spells on their firing chambers to reflect more heat, though.  At least the builders went to the trouble of putting air intakes through the walls of the chimney to pre-heat the air, saving me a lot of work on the heat-transfer spells.  And, of course, my drum-fans are connected to treadmills through wooden gears to force air through the whole arrangement. 
 
    If this keeps up, we’ll be exporting steel, soon.  We’re certainly manufacturing more than I expected. 
 
    Labor isn’t a problem, either.  More people keep showing up, looking for work.  Mostly it’s miners, but we have a steady trickle of farmers.  We can’t quite clear land fast enough to keep up, but it’s going much faster with better tools.  Axes, saws, and shovels are such basic things, you’d think they’re obvious.  They’re not.  The ones I stole are being copied willy-nilly, exactly as I wanted. 
 
    Plowing is another issue.  We have several horses—we still have the ones from the kidnap attempt, plus the ones from the ambush—and plowing goes on from sunrise to sunset.  I’ve had more of the basic plows built, but they’re not exactly what I’d call efficient.  I’ll see about upgrading them soon, but they have enough to do producing new tools as it is.  Building a plow they know is quicker and easier. 
 
    I’ve confirmed they don’t have cattle.  They have a horsecollar, so plowing isn’t a problem, and our agribusiness is booming.  The sun goes around the equator, never varying, so there are no seasons.  Hence, they plant anything at any time.  It’ll still be a while before anything is ready to harvest, but we have three granaries all ready to go. 
 
    Another peculiarity of the world, one I didn’t notice in my original reconnaissance, was its rotation.  One night, I was out on a mountainside, tying a spell to some of the upper trees.  We wouldn’t be cutting them down—too difficult to reach and not anywhere we wanted to be.  If a jungle giant of a tree leached away some of its vital force into the fields, any crops would grow slightly faster, slightly better.  If a dozen did so, or a hundred… At the very least, it should counteract my unintentional tendency to sponge up any loose vitality.  I wear a spell to keep it in check, but it never hurts to be cautious. 
 
    Anyway, I was up there, doing my spells, when I noticed the moon.  Its path seemed odd to me.  Where we were, I expected it to always rise in the north about sunset, pass overhead about midnight, and set around sunrise.  It was nearly midnight, so it should have been high overhead.  Instead, it was off to the west. 
 
    Finally, I’ve figured it out.  The world rotates.  The sun travels from east to west, but the world turns slowly under it, too.  If it were only the sun and the world, it would be impossible to tell, but the moon—the moon orbits from pole to pole!  If the world didn’t turn, the moon would always follow over the same track.  Since the world turns under it, the moon’s track through the sky seems to slowly drift from west to east. 
 
    It takes thirty-three days for the world to make one revolution.  Thirty-three days for the moon to go from high-moon at midnight to the next high-moon at midnight.  It gives off light of its own, which I don’t understand, so it’s always a full moon, but it has a thirty-three day cycle. 
 
    At least I know where their month comes from.  Now, why are weeks eleven days?  Because there isn’t much else thirty-three divides by evenly?  Or because that’s the number of gods they have?  Or do they have eleven gods because they have eleven days?  Chicken or egg?  Add it to the list of questions I may never answer. 
 
    The village might properly be called a village, now.  There are enough people to easily outnumber the warriors, whole families of them.  There are enough buildings to have individual houses, and even some industries.  It’s mostly farmers, of course, but we have a cooper, a candle-maker, and a smith in the village proper, along with a weaver, cobbler, and tailor. 
 
    We also have more magic lanterns hanging on the corners of buildings, courtesy of the resident creature of darkness.  Sometimes, I like the irony. 
 
    Most of the warriors are now acting as a police force rather than a military unit.  We continue to get occasional warriors who want to sign up, but none of the heavy-plated First.  From what Leisel tells me, these are all what I would think of as mercenaries, free warriors looking for work between wars.  They each get an interview with the Mazhani of the valley and the manzhani of the House they’ll work for—me.  Firebrand and I give them a thorough scrutiny.  I learned my lesson with Osric.  Plus, I think Naskarl will try to send men out here to infiltrate and betray us.  Most of the new people are all right, so Leisel assigns them duties.  A few are not all right, so they’re in my dungeon and half-embedded in the wall.  They’ll send no reports back from there. 
 
    Leisel went through several of the warriors before finding enough to handle the care and feeding of the prisoners.  Apparently, being semi-engulfed in stone isn’t a pretty thing.  Or maybe they don’t much care for the feed-and-clean problems of a concrete restraint system.  Maybe this method of imprisonment makes them nervous.  I haven’t asked.  Nobody wants to have anything to do with the prisoners, but, reluctantly, they accept their turn at it as part of the job. 
 
    Maybe we should find a civilian contractor.  I’ll suggest it to Leisel. 
 
    One of the new warriors was an older man, possibly in his mid-fifties.  He arrived on horseback and wore scale armor.  He had the usual round shield and a medium-weight blade, along with a long spear.  People passed him up the chain of command to Leisel, who introduced him to me.  With his helmet in the crook of one arm, he made the usual salute—palm down, in front of his heart, rotating toward himself and up, as though presenting something to me. 
 
    “Sir,” she began—as formal as usual when we were outside the tower—“may I present Huron of Lonoseer?” 
 
    “Always pleased to meet an experienced warrior.” 
 
    “And a pleasure to meet you, manzhani.  I was told you might have a final employment opportunity for me?” 
 
    “Ah!  Yes!  I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon.” 
 
    “It’s not too bad a journey, traveling alone,” he pointed out.  “No wagon, small camp, no one to complain…” 
 
    “I agree.  Come, walk with me around the village and we’ll discuss it.  Leisel?  I think I can handle this.” 
 
    “As you will, sir.”  She left us alone and we walked. 
 
    “So, here’s the thing,” I began.  “I have a couple of options, here, on which job to offer you.” 
 
    “I am all attention, sir.” 
 
    “The first one—and probably the most traditional—is to come with me into the mountains to hunt dragons.” 
 
    Excuse me, Boss? 
 
    Dinosaurs, Firebrand.  Dinosaurs.  I don’t even know if they have dragons here. 
 
    They have “demon-lizards.” 
 
    Everything they’re afraid of is a demon-something, I pointed out.  I still plan to use a dinosaur. 
 
    Oh.  Well.  That’s all right, then. 
 
    “A worthy and heroic endeavor,” Huron agreed, eyes bright.  “And the other?” 
 
    “Somewhat less heroic, but perhaps more important.  I need an experienced eye and hand to supervise the training of my troops.  Not this formal crap the First teach.  I mean teach them how to fight separately, fight together, and not fight fair.  I want them to go into a battle and come out alive.  You strike me as a man who’s seen many battles and survived many unofficial fights.  Am I right?” 
 
    “I admit to nothing,” he said, cautiously, “but I may have seen some combat outside the formal wars.” 
 
    “Say no more.  My question to you is this: Which job would you prefer?  Let me add the job of Master of Arms comes with a…” I struggled for a word, but couldn’t find it.  I should have left my translation spell running, but I didn’t think I’d need it anymore.  “A pension.” 
 
    “What is this ‘pension’ of which you speak?” 
 
    “It’s a guarantee of house and home.  If you can no longer do your job, you may still stay as a guest of my House—not charity, but part of your pay for the service you have done.” 
 
    We continued walking while he looked around the village.  He was thinking and I let him think. 
 
    “If I help you train your guards, I will die in my bed?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I must decline the offer.” 
 
    “May I ask why?” 
 
    “I am a warrior, sir.  I have been fortunate to live so long, but now I feel the aches in my joints, the heaviness of my limbs.  I am not as once I was.  My speed, my strength—I can no longer deny it.  They are on the wane.  I will not endure the shame of being a warrior who cannot bear the weight of his shield.  While I still have the strength to use my skill, I would rather find some challenge, some deed of renown that needs doing, and give my life in the doing of it.  I would die as I have lived—a warrior!  Not an invalid!” 
 
    I didn’t say anything for a bit.  I mean, he had a point.  I know I’m going to die, someday, but it will probably involve a lot of screaming and kicking to stay alive, not some face-first dive into an heroic end.  I’m not hero material.  Huron, on the other hand, seemed very much hero material.  If he wanted the glory of a final great deed, I could respect that. 
 
    “All right.  It’ll take a few days to find the nearest beast.  May I ask you to help evaluate and train the troops in the meantime?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Wonderful!  You have a word with Leisel and I’ll have a word with my wizard.” 
 
    He bowed and departed.  I headed for the tower.  What would be easier, taking him to the tyrannosaur, or bringing the tyrannosaur here? 
 
      
 
    I handled some housekeeping around the tower while I mulled it over.  The mine tailings are becoming quite a nice courtyard.  It’s time to start seriously thinking about a perimeter wall.  It’s also time to start thinking about a bigger power intake on the tower’s reshaping spell.  The bigger the tower gets, the more thinly the spell gets spread.  I either need to divide up the tower, courtyard, and outer wall as separate spells, or I need to provide the existing spell with a good deal more energy. 
 
    Part of the reason it’s become such an energy hog is the foundation.  It’s finally extended itself down far enough to hit the valley bedrock.  It’s growing into the stone, reshaping everything into lower levels.  Side chambers are forming and there’s a sub-basement, now.  The sub-basement is only large enough to crawl through, but it’s all growing. 
 
    To make matters worse, I’ve started an outer wall around the future grounds of my castle.  It hasn’t had a lot of priority, what with the dungeon and all, but I want it to be a good, solid wall, mostly ten feet high.  It’s a lot of stone to move and it’ll take considerable time.  I guess we can stack another course of stones on top every day to expedite it.  Maybe we should.  Of course, we can do the same to add crenellations, and to build firing steps inside.  Then we can start on towers along it and more defensive buildings inside the wall… all of which require more and more power. 
 
    I’m giving serious consideration to roofing the valley with a layer of solar conversion panels.  Even if they let visible and ultraviolet through unhindered, the rest of the spectrum will provide a fair amount of power.  I could wire it directly to the tower.  It would also make the valley slightly cooler, which, I suspect, no one would mind. 
 
    Note for later.  We’ll see how the new power flow works.  It’s not like we have a dozen wizards, all vying for the local power sources. 
 
    As for the dinosaur, I mulled it over for a while.  Taking someone to the Cretaceous world would involve trekking through a gate—either openly or covertly.  Both of us would have to wear a spell to filter our air.  I’d have to put the target gate near a known tyrannosaur or we might spend a while tracking one down, and I don’t want to spend a sunset there if I can help it—we’d be going to the original Cretaceous timeline, not the one with my pet pyramid!  I want to draw as little attention to mine as possible! 
 
    On the other hand, I can go to the Cretaceous, tendril-drain a tyrannosaur, and, between Firebrand and myself, we can dominate its tiny, exhausted brain into going wherever we want.  True, shifting it back here will be a trick, but if I can define a space adequately, I can use the shift-booth version and castle the two spaces, dropping the dino off in Tauta.  Here, it’ll be easy to track and I don’t have to deceive Huron about where we’re going. 
 
    Of trying to fool someone or kidnapping a tyrannosaur, I’ll kidnap the tyrannosaur. 
 
    Things I never thought I’d say. 
 
    I went down to the dungeon and started working with my Ring of Spying and what was now my primary scrying mirror.  The prisoners, however, proved to be distracting.  Until I have more rooms down there, they’re going to continue to be annoying. 
 
    Sighing, I started bundling up my things and relocating them to the upstairs bedroom.  Come to that, though, with the new floor added… Normal people don’t have the problem of new rooms spontaneously appearing.  If we make a new top floor for our bedroom, the next floor down can be my workroom, then the people on scrywatch duty can have the floor under that.  Renata can stay in the bedroom below the scrying room—she’s pregnant, and trekking up a lot of stairs isn’t going to be easy.  It’s only one floor up from the ground.  We don’t really use the ground floor for much, aside from a guard station, but I’m sure it’ll develop a use as the tower evolves. 
 
    I went into my headspace and did a lot of architectural planning.  It wasn’t long outside my head, but it was enough time for some detailed plans.  Once I came out again, I divided the spell on the tower, splitting it into two spells—one for the top floors, one for the foundations.  I manually powered up the top and set it for high speed. 
 
    I found some people to help and we moved a lot of stone blocks and furniture around. 
 
      
 
    I still need to arrange for bathroom facilities in the tower.  Right now, it’s chamber pots and washbasins.  True, I cheat with cleaning spells, but I do need to work out a shower arrangement. 
 
    All right.  Slight revision to the tower floors.  Ground floor, Renata’s room, then the scrywatch chamber, Leisel’s bedroom, and then my workroom at the top.  I can cause hollow places to form inside the walls of the top floor—maybe even hollow places up through the high arch of the dome.  These I can fill with water and have them drain down into Leisel’s bedroom one floor down.  Wall off a section of it as an indoor shower and I’m in business. 
 
    I’ll need to extend an underground pipe to the stream.  I’d like to use an hydraulic ram to pump water up, but I’ll probably have to resort to more spells. 
 
    I wonder.  Is it reasonable to carve out a hidden chamber in the rock wall, behind the waterfall?  Maybe something connected by underwater passage?  Dive into the pool at the foot of the falls, go under, and surface inside the hidden chamber?  In the ceiling of the chamber, I could have a curved hole leading up through the rock to the underside of the pool above, making a smaller waterfall inside for a shower, as well as constantly refreshing the water in the interior pool.  Ventilation would obviously be necessary, but a couple of jagged cracks in out-of-the-way places could assure a constant flow of air… 
 
    Not today, obviously.  I still need to arrange for bathroom facilities in the tower. 
 
      
 
    Leisel was not entirely pleased with my constantly rearranging the tower, but she forgave me.  Mostly, I think, because she was too tired to stay upset.  I was as nice as I knew how to be, though.  She lives here, too, and I should have consulted her—or, at least warned her.  She didn’t appreciate the low ceiling in the bedroom, but it should be better by morning. 
 
    Once she got to sleep, I crept downstairs again, trying not to disturb anyone.  Trapdoors and stairs aren’t ideal for this arrangement.  An inner and outer wall would be better.  Think of it as a narrow hallway in between for the stairs.  It’s on my list of architectural improvements, but my recent efforts have been devoted to adding another floor.  The stairs are going to take more time. 
 
    Someday, I’ll have the tower grow outward from its outer wall, forming more rooms around itself.  Grow your own castle?  Yes.  It only takes bedrock, tons of magic, and a lot of time. 
 
    Bronze and I made a couple of trips to the copper and silver mines to collect stone blocks.  I started stacking them appropriately, inside the tower, walling off the existing stairs.  Putting the stone in place by hand meant the tower’s spells didn’t have to do it by reflowing it all.  All it had to do was incorporate the already-existing new walls and gradually expand everything outward.  The stairs are still accessible at the foot, but they have walls on both sides, now, instead of a wall on one side and an open room on the other. 
 
    Naturally, I didn’t get done.  Tromping through people’s bedrooms in the middle of the night to do rough masonry work isn’t a kindness.  I’ll finish tomorrow, though, or have someone finish for me. 
 
    My hidden pool project will not be finished tomorrow.  It’s purely a magical reshaping, moving stone out of the way to form an open space.  I went out to the waterfall to do some surveying, then went into my headspace to draw out the spaces and shapes it would need.  The spell is now running, but it’s going to be days before the chamber is large enough to be useful. 
 
    On the plus side, the stone has to flow away somewhere, so it’s going up, raising the lip of the falls and deepening the… is it a pond?  A lake?  It’s a small pool at the top of a waterfall, fed by the river.  It’s not really a pool, either, just a wide spot where the water slows down before flowing over.  A reservoir?  With my changes, it’s now a sort of a lake formed by a dam, with the waterfall as the overflow.  I’m not sure what the word is for it, or if there is one.  I’ll call it a reservoir, I guess.  The reservoir will get deeper as the spillover level rises.  I can’t have it rise too quickly or the flow won’t fill it fast enough—the river through the valley would go dry until it caught up.  So it’s also moving “waste” stone into the front of the waterfall, moving the face of the cliff forward slightly. 
 
    I really do need to give some consideration to irrigation.  Then again, it rains fairly regularly around here, even if only briefly.  It’s not like there’s going to be a harsh summer.  I’m not sure the locals even have a word of “drought.”  Still, it would be better to be prepared.  Even if it’s only a wagon with a tank and a pump on it, like an old-fashioned fire engine, there ought to be something.  I recall one lady with a hand-pump and a watering can trying to water a whole field.  I’d rather not have to resort to that. 
 
    Margaret!  Margaret Ross.  That was her name.  Patricia’s mother.  Why am I so bad with names? 
 
    I climbed up next to the waterfall and went farther upriver.  In my scrying flyover, scouting around the valley, I found a number of pleasant little nooks and dells, one of which wasn’t too far away.  Up the falls, alongside the reservoir, follow the river northeast, then around the curve to the north, ignore the first two little tributaries and take the third one, still veering left, and follow it through a narrow, twisty passage.  Voila!  A pocket of earth and jungle among the rocky slopes! 
 
    I walked around for a while, searching the perimeter.  It seemed well-suited as a place to put something big.  Anything man-sized would find places to get out without much trouble, but a horse couldn’t get in without a winch.  I doubted a tyrannosaur could climb out anywhere.  The perimeter was all rocky cliff and barren faces.  Even better, the soil was shallow enough to support only moderate-sized trees, widely spaced.  Much of the rest of the dell was grassy, with a few odd bushes here and there. 
 
    Firebrand and I cleared a space, cutting and burning a bare circle of earth.  With a stick and some string, I marked out a circle—a big circle—and started work on preparing it for shifting.  Rather than have it function as a gate, I wanted to define a hemisphere above it, marking out a volume of space to exchange with the one I planned to draw in a Cretaceous world.  I drew the power points for crystals, as well, but I didn’t plug any in.  I didn’t see anyone scrying in the vicinity, but the last time I left something out in the open, unguarded, someone stole my divinity dynamos.  I’m not leaving any large power crystals lying around. 
 
    With the hemisphere defined and the spell laid out, I went back to my tower.  As long as I was thinking about it, I might as well see if I could get a hit on either of my dynamos. 
 
    Nope.  Still shielded, somewhere.  Someday, I’ll set up a dedicated constant-search device and see if they are ever taken out of a secure location.  I’m not sure it will be practical, though.  If an entire house can be warded against detection magic, they may never be a valid target.  But, like going to the fridge for the third time in an hour and still finding nothing appealing, I’m going to occasionally look.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 19th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    When I came home last night, everything seemed in good order.  I was mistaken, however.  The guards outside the front door snapped to when Bronze and I arrived.  Even when I went inside, it all seemed okay.  I went up to the bedroom, quietly, and waited out the morning.  Leisel woke during the process, of course.  The smell wouldn’t wake the dead, but it annoys them.  I should know. 
 
    After a thorough cleaning and a brisk morning workout, we dressed and headed downstairs.  I was intending to hit the morning drills, but the guard in charge of feeding and watering the prisoners came up the stairs to meet us. 
 
    “They’re gone!” 
 
    “Gone?” I parroted. 
 
    “The prisoners!  They’re gone!” 
 
    So I went down into my dungeon to check.  Sure enough, they were missing.  The rock wall that so recently held them wasn’t broken, but the people were nowhere to be seen.  They might have teleported out, turned to mist, shifted dimensions, or who knows what.  Leisel was not amused and began questioning people.  I started analyzing whatever might be left in the way of magical traces. 
 
    The chief oddity was in the stone formerly in front of each prisoner.  It crumbled easily to the touch, brittle and weak.  Something affected it, but it was still intact, not broken out.  I didn’t think it was reassembled, either, such as if someone reduced it to sand, removed a prisoner, and put the sand back in the same shape as the stone.  The coloration, the texture—it struck me as being the original stone. 
 
    A quick check confirmed the tower-construction spell could absorb and reconstitute the questionable sections.  I let it do so while it opened the nooks in the walls.  It would save time when embedding future prisoners.  Assuming I had prisoners to embed.  Apparently, it’s not as effective a restraint as I thought. 
 
    On my way up, since we didn’t have doors installed, yet, I pushed the trapdoor open.  One hand went on the edge, the other in the middle.  The one in the middle cracked the wood and broke through.  I finished opening the trapdoor and stood on the stairs, examining it.  Whatever affected the stone seemed to have done the same thing to the wood.  Not all of it, but a sizable chunk of it, mostly out of the middle and somewhat toward the upper end of the basement stairs. 
 
    Something from the dungeon, coming up the stairs?  Or going down? 
 
    The traffic pattern on the ground floor is in two directions.  People walk a path to the left and the stairs leading up, or a path to the right and the trapdoor leading down.  I conjured several bright lights and paid close attention to the floor.  The floor wasn’t exactly clean, but it wasn’t filthy, either.  There was enough for a close inspection.  Sweaty, bare feet, perhaps?  Scuffs from shoes or boots?  Perhaps a trace of scent, as of prisoners held captive for many days?  Yes.  Not headed for the door, however.  The trail, such as it was, led to the wall opposite the front door. 
 
    I had a feeling I knew what I’d find.  I poked the wall and my finger went partway into the stone.  Scratching at the wall, I found the border of the effect—an oval about five feet high, but it was probably larger before the tower started reconstituting the stone.  I clawed at the center for a moment or two, digging through the crumbling material until I could see outside.  With a hole to mark the spot, I went out and around to examine the ground outside. 
 
    Footprints?  Footprints.  The pavement outside the tower didn’t take them any better than the floor inside, but I knew what I was looking for.  The trail led away, using the tower as cover against the guards at the door.  I lost the trail for a bit and had to hunt around when it turned sharply and headed for the treeline on this side—the southeastern side—of the river.  It was the wrong direction for an escape, but it was the closest cover. 
 
    In the underbrush, I saw signs of passage for at least one horse and the narrow gouges of wagon wheels. 
 
    I met with Leisel to confer. 
 
    “There’s a cart missing,” she reported.  “It’s the new one you wanted, with the springs in it.” 
 
    “Perfect for transporting people,” I agreed.  “Have we a way to alert the bridge fort?” 
 
    “During the day?  Yes.” 
 
    “Do it.  I think this is Naskarl’s doing, recovering captives to prove he’s in command of the situation.” 
 
    “I agree.  We can’t let him get away with it.” 
 
    “I’m glad we’re on the same page.  Get me some more mirrors, please, both single mirrors and sets of two.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Not this instant.  I’ll want them later.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Right now, send reinforcements to ride to the guard station.  I’ll start a search of the valley, so get an assault party together.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    She went off, shouting.  I went upstairs, fuming, and sent the answering service guard downstairs to turn people away. 
 
    With the magical shenanigans going on, I had to assume someone had a spell or a device for walking through walls.  If so, they should also have a device to avoid being located magically.  I proved it pretty quickly with my Ring of Spying’s micro-gate.  I know what I drew for the cartwright, so I hunted for it.  Anything even remotely similar would show up, but it didn’t.  Ergo, defenses were in play. 
 
    But were they invisible?  Ah, there’s another question entirely. 
 
    Parking a scrying sensor over the valley didn’t work too well.  The trees are thick enough to be a problem.  I tried it, on the off chance they were crossing one of the thinner areas, circling around the cleared region, or even on the road toward the bridge.  No, whoever was in charge of this rescue was too clever for that. 
 
    What about a nice thermal image?  I tried a spectrum-shifter, but it didn’t help.  We’re in the tropics, it’s a hot day already, and the spell isn’t as sensitive as a technological thermograph.  I saw some things, high up in the trees, but the blanket of warm leaves in the sun was enough to drown out the other visuals.  At night, it would no doubt work perfectly—cool leaves might blur the thermal signature of people, but they wouldn’t mask it. 
 
    I miss Diogenes.  His thermograph would be sensitive enough to pick out bugs.  Or he’d send hundreds of drones flitting through the trees in a sweeping search pattern and find everything. 
 
    I don’t have a hundred drones, but I do have a mirror—and a scrying sensor is, in some ways, like a camera drone.  I can send one along a straight line at high speed.  If I grid the valley and send the sensor through the forest—and through everything in the way—at slightly above the level of the underbrush, I don’t have to locate anything.  All I have to do is glimpse it. 
 
    I grabbed a double handful of large, brittle chunks from the busted wall and brought them with me.  They crumbled nicely into a powder.  I didn’t have my sand table to work with, but I slapped together a mapping spell so the dust was a mini-model of the valley.  I also laid a grid along it and used it as the map for my eyeball examination. 
 
    The mirror lit up with a view past the trunk of a tree, partially obscured with vines.  I set the sensor off on its run along the edge of the valley.  The viewpoint shot through vines, tree-trunks, and open space.  It reminded me of riding Bronze, but without the heat, smoke, and vibration.  It was a camera view, the vision from the nose of a bullet train down a tunnel.  Everything was brown and green and blurred beyond recognition for all of two seconds. 
 
    I turned the scrying sensor around and dialed down the speed.  The return shot took maybe two minutes, but I felt sure I didn’t miss anything wagon-sized. 
 
    With the idea sorted out, I moved the sensor a dozen yards away from the edge, spent another two minutes shooting along a parallel course, turned around, moved it farther to one side, and looked along a new stretch of valley on the return trip.  Back and forth, back and forth, cutting visual swathes through the jungle… 
 
    I halted about halfway through the northern half of the valley.  The intense concentration and the blurringly-fast virtual movement brought on a terrible headache from the eyestrain.  I wrapped my head in a healing spell and closed my eyes for a minute, waiting for it to pass.  I took a few extra seconds between passes after that.  My eyes still hurt, but it stayed at a tolerable level. 
 
    The scrying sensor flashed past something and winked out.  At such speeds, I doubted anyone could notice it, much less shoot it down.  It must have hit a scrying shield of some sort.  I dialed in on the location, or near it, and started slowly panning around, piloting the sensor manually through the forest. 
 
    Six naked men and a wizard.  I knew he was a wizard by the bandoliers of pouches and the wand.  The men were in the stolen cart, sitting or lying down, while one horse pulled it.  The wizard sat up front and drove.  It wasn’t easy going.  The land was fairly flat, but the jungle wasn’t cooperative.  They were obviously circling wide around the cleared areas as they worked their way northeast, toward the bridge.  Personally, I wondered how they planned to get past the guard post.  Then again, if they felt up to it, they could leave the horse and cart behind to go on foot through the mountains.  It’s doable, although difficult.  It might be how the wizard got in, but I wouldn’t bet on it.  If he entered magically, he obviously wasn’t up to extracting everyone else in the same way. 
 
    I noted the scrying sensor’s location on my dust-map of the valley. 
 
    “Leisel!” 
 
    Several minutes later, Leisel came up.  I showed her the map, the location, the probable course, and warned her the guy driving was a wizard. 
 
    “He is busy defending himself and others from being detected?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Then he is not expecting to be attacked.  I will see to it he is.”  She departed before I did more than open my mouth to ask a question. 
 
    Obviously, I wasn’t invited.  Was it a case of being too valuable to risk?  Or did she want to prove her own worth?  Good questions.  Pity about the answers. 
 
    I think she’s eager, Boss. 
 
    Eager? 
 
    Yeah, like when she grabs you by the— 
 
    Thank you, I know what “eager” means.  How is she eager in this particular case? 
 
    She lives for this sort of thing, Boss, and she hasn’t gotten into a real fight in how long? 
 
    Mmm.  I see your point. 
 
    And she wants a wizard to see hers.  Approaching in a thrust for the eyeball, I think. 
 
    And I think, I replied, I’ll sit here quietly. 
 
    Really? 
 
    I’ll also watch.  With a couple of potential gates handy.  I can’t open a gate inside his scryshields—I can’t get a lock.  But I can brute-force a gate nearby and stick something through, whether it be a spell, a dragon-blade flamethrower, or me. 
 
    I like the way you think, Boss. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, the cart came to an abrupt halt.  The wizard—not Kellonol, I noted, but presumably someone else working for House Sarcana, judging by the tabard-like thing under the bandoliers—stood up in the seat and looked around.  He shook out a little powder from a vial, held it in his hand, and drew his wand.  He threw the powder into the air and moved the wand as though scribing a diagram in the air before him, in the hovering dust.  I say that because I saw the lines of power hanging in the air.  It looked like the beginnings of a locator spell.  Possibly he heard something and was checking to see if it was something to worry about. 
 
    Before he completed it, however, an arrow hit him in the guts.  He grunted and bent around it, dropping the reins and dropping to the seat again, hand curling around the shaft.  Three more arrows came his way, only one striking him, piercing the outside of his right shoulder. 
 
    This is why I wear armor.  It’s hard to keep a deflection spell running all the time. 
 
    The naked men in the cart shouted and bailed out of it.  Each carried a stick or a rock.  Two with a rock collection took cover behind the cart and prepared to throw.  The rest started working their way forward, using trees as cover.  The archers forced them to go slowly.  Three of them shot at men who showed themselves.  The fourth kept shooting the wizard, putting another shaft into his body.  The wizard, not wanting any more arrows, chose to fall backward into the now-empty cart, out of the fire and into the frying pan, so to speak. 
 
    Someone blew a horn.  From behind the archers, over a dozen warriors charged, feet thudding, armor jingling, swords glinting in the stray shafts of light.  I spotted Velina in the lead, shield up to ward off flying stones.  The men, now realizing the full scope of the ambush, were in a poor position.  They initially advanced to deal with a few archers.  Now they realized they should have stuck to the cart and used it as a defensive position. 
 
    Unfortunately for them, warriors on horseback were coming up behind them.  I presume they were far enough behind to avoid detection; horses—with one enormous exception—aren’t known for their stealth.  The cavalry advanced at the sound of the horn and executed a pincer movement while more infantry charged up the center. 
 
    Someone—the archer tasked with killing the wizard—headed straight for the cart, drawing his sword as he did so. 
 
    The wizard wasn’t lying idle.  First, he pulled out the arrow in the right side of his chest.  After screaming, he panted for a moment and evidently decided yanking them out was not a productive activity.  He fumbled something out of a pouch, a vial, and drank the contents.  He lay there a moment and I watched with interest, magnifying the image, as his wounds healed.  Unfortunately, they healed around the arrows without pushing them out.  Presumably, one normally removed the offending object or objects before drinking the healing potion.  Still, it must have cut down on the pain and allowed him to concentrate.  He raised his wand again and touched it to the two remaining arrows.  They broke off at slightly outside his skin, making it easier for him to move around.  He started to trace a diagram of power in the air above him. 
 
    About then, one of my warriors came over the seat and down on him, planting one foot squarely in his belly.  He might have held his spell, I think, except the warrior also landed on what remained of the arrow still in his guts.  This distracted him rather forcefully and disrupted his beginning spell—a shield of some sort, I feel certain.  Then a sword went through his throat and disrupted other important things. 
 
    In a matter of minutes, five prisoners and two corpses were loaded up on the cart again.  Two of the prisoners were badly wounded, but they were bandaged well enough to stop the bleeding.  The whole caravan started off again, this time for the tower. 
 
    I didn’t have to do a thing.  I wasn’t sure if I was pleased or not.  Not because someone else went out and did the dirty work, but… 
 
    “But” why?  Would I rather go do my own dirty work?  Yes, I would.  But that wasn’t it.  Or, at least, not all of it.  Did I want to kill someone?  Was that the answer?  A bad-tempered urge to beat the hell out of someone on the way to killing them? 
 
    I hope not.  Or am I wishing?  One of these days, I’m going to have to go down into the mental basement and have it out with some of my darker complexes, if only to catalogue them all.  Maybe I can find what’s left of my soul, while I’m at it. 
 
    I went downstairs and found four guards on the ground floor, the door barred, and weapons drawn.  Kasara and Tellith were two of them, so I asked Kasara the obvious question. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Leisel ordered us to guard.  Said this might be an elaborate scheme to get us out and searching, make it easy to get to you.” 
 
    “Anybody who gets to me gets what’s coming to them.” 
 
    “Still got ordered to guard.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  They’re on their way back.” 
 
    Tellith pounded on the door.  Someone outside called out to say it was clear, so Tellith unbarred it.  Two more women stood outside. 
 
    We regrouped in the courtyard and waited.  The attack force came back with the cart, Leisel leading them.  We heard them singing before we saw them.  The prisoners were treated for their wounds and placed in the dungeon again.  The corpse of the wizard found its way up to my workroom, “to show it on the mirror,” or so I claimed. 
 
    Leisel gave more orders, increasing the watch, starting a search of the village for anyone else, and all the other things one does when security is breached.  I questioned whether a search was necessary, but only to myself.  Clearly, the wizard did not arrive by the usual channels—or somehow slipped past everyone, either smuggled in or invisible.  Leisel was right.  There might be more. 
 
    Since she took charge, I let her.  I went up to the workroom, did a quick check for magical signatures around the village.  My idea was to check for magic, rather than try to scry on everything.  Kind of like using a thermal camera, I wanted to see the magical objects.  I figured it ought to be more practical than a location spell, since a hidden wizard would be shielded from scrying and similar forces. 
 
    I found lots of enchantments.  Magic cloaks, magic armor, magic swords, magic lamps… this place is steeped in magical objects.  On the other hand, I started eliminating categories of enchantments.  Once you have a map of all the magic in the area, start dropping the armor, swords, cloaks, lamps… what does this leave?  Quite a lot, actually, but the process is a process.  It takes a while to sort through a thousand objects of any sort. 
 
    Still, once I accounted for all the known and usual enchantments, I had a few left.  Those I tried to scry on and succeeded.  None of them were scry-shielded and none of them appeared to be invisible wizards.  Either my technique has a flaw and the hypothetical wizard is still hidden, or there isn’t one.  Which, of course, is hardly a comfort.  If the mundane search didn’t turn up an invisible wizard, I’d have to assume there wasn’t one. 
 
    Grr.  Maybe I should start assuming there is always an invisible wizard lurking nearby. 
 
    While the search parties combed the village for suspicious characters, I checked the corpse of the visible wizard.  As I thought, the bandoliers and belt full of pouches contained powders, feathers, vials, bones—all the usual paraphernalia for spellcasting.  I had no idea what it was all for since I’m not versed in the local magical traditions. 
 
    He did have another potion—that is, a magical liquid, rather than something in a vial for use in ritual spellcasting.  It wasn’t hard to figure out what it did—the healing portion of the spell was obvious enough—but I wasn’t entirely certain about how it did it.  I think, and this is only a guess, it did much of what my own generic healing spell does.  It tells the body to devote more resources to healing whatever is broken, specifically wounds.  The rest of it is the real guesswork.  If I’m right, it provides… hmm.  Glue?  Spackle?  It magically provides something like a spray-in, high-tech foam bandage.  Imagine squirting something into a wound to fill it, stop the bleeding, and stabilize it until your body can take the time to fix it properly.  The difference here is I think it becomes part of the body, both from adding to it and diffusing the surrounding tissue into itself. 
 
    I’m not going to poke a hole in someone to test it.  I might buy some more potions, though, and run them through the equivalent of a magical gas chromatograph, though. 
 
    The wand was of more interest.  It was a typical stick, about eighteen inches long, maybe an inch in diameter at the base and tapering to a rounded tip perhaps a quarter of an inch across.  It was carved and grooved with eye-watering lines all along its length.  The magic in the thing was obvious even without the eyeball-warping geometry of the lines.  Analysis of the enchantment revealed it was a power concentrator. 
 
    Casting spells—for mortals—generally involves gathering up as much of the local magical energy as possible in order to shape it into a spell.  I do it that way, myself, especially during the day.  The wand took over a lot of the work for that purpose.  When in use, it drew in magical force, feeding it to the wielder, greatly enhancing the available power for building a spell structure.  Used properly, it should also increase the available power for energizing the spell itself. 
 
    Further fiddling with it told me it wasn’t a generic item.  The thing was crafted by someone as a personal item, attuned and operating only for that person.  It didn’t have any booby-traps I could find.  It didn’t burn the hand of anyone else.  It didn’t explode when a thief touched it—or make the thief explode.  It was simply a stick for anyone else. 
 
    Hmm.  A spell to make a would-be thief explode.  I may have to look into that.  I may have to make a wand, too.  The thing could prove useful.  I doubted it would be helpful in low-magic worlds, though.  It requires some power to operate, so the higher the magical background, the more effective it is.  My contrast, my tendrils can sweep up large areas and scoop up magic wholesale.  Then again, in a low-magic world and during the day, it could greatly speed up the process of manually gathering magic to cast automated magic-gathering spells… 
 
    The rest of his stuff was only mildly enchanted—keep it clean, keep it mended, keep him warm or cool, the usual—with the exception of his cloak. 
 
    Most of the cloaks in this region are more what I’d call capes.  They’re light, airy things, for the most part.  They’re much more festive and decorative than anything I ever saw in Rethven.  They keep the wearer cool and dry, rather than being a wearable sleeping bag.  The wizard’s cloak was somewhat longer and heavier than the usual silky thing.  It was a plain, almost unadorned grey cloth, sort of a silvery color without the shine.  The only ornamentation was of a practical nature.  All around the edge, symbols were stitched into it.  I recognized most of them as variations on the usual magical ideograms, which made it a lot easier to determine what it did. 
 
    Long ago, I asked T’yl about a spell to go through a wall.  He offered several options, but the hoop to create an opening was the one I tried.  This was similar in some respects.  By placing the cloth over a surface, one could step through it and whatever was behind it.  Once on the far side, it could be drawn through itself, kind of like turning a garment inside-out. 
 
    It’s a clever spell, but it has some issues.  It does bad things to whatever you’re trying to go through, for one.  For another, I’m not sure it’s powerful enough to go through a real castle’s wall.  How far it penetrates is difficult to gauge without testing.  Three feet?  Ten feet?  It would work fine for most of the city walls I’ve seen around here, I suppose.  But if the wall is too thick, I’d be worried about becoming intermixed and phased into the substance of whatever you fail to go through. 
 
    Icky. 
 
    Okay.  I still don’t know the whole story, but I’m guessing the wizard came up to the far side of the tower, used the magic cloak to go through the wall, didn’t like the idea of opening the dungeon door, used the cloak to go downstairs, and, presumably, found a way to use it to get the prisoners out of the wall.  I’m not sure how that would work, exactly, but he did get them out.  Then it was a matter of slapping the cloak—it clings, obviously—to the underside of the dungeon door, leading everyone up, repeating the process on the wall again, and heading into the woods. 
 
    Somewhere in there, he either stole a horse or brought one with him.  Then he stole the newest cart he could find—or the one not currently in use?  Probably the latter.  It’s mine; I ordered it made special.  Nobody was going to haul rocks in it, and nobody was going to even imagine someone would steal it.  It was probably a simple matter to walk off with it, especially if the wizard knew a Somebody Else’s Problem spell. 
 
    I’m fuzzy on his entry to the valley, on his exit strategy, and on his motives.  And I assume he was working for House Sarcana, but I don’t know for certain. 
 
    I didn’t eat him, so I guess I should ask him. 
 
      
 
    Leisel opened the trapdoor to the workroom, stuck her head up, and went right back down again.  I heard her talking, but I couldn’t spare the attention.  I was busy with the corpse of a wizard, a magic wand, and an elaborate summoning and containment diagram.  After a time, she came up into the workroom, quietly, and gently closed the trapdoor so as not to disturb me.  She waited while I finished the segment I was working on.  At last, I sat back from the final ideogram and leaned against the wall. 
 
    “Whew.” 
 
    “Busy?” 
 
    “Not now.” 
 
    She eyed the corpse, all laid out like the Vitruvian Man, still with the arrows in him. 
 
    “I’m going to ask.  I’m not sure I should, but I’m going to.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “What’s the deal with the dead guy?” 
 
    “I don’t know much about him, but I’m about to call up his ghost and quiz it.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “You’re going to summon his soul back from the realms of the spirit, interrupt his purifying journey, and force him to answer questions about the material world?” 
 
    “Anything would sound crazy in that tone of voice.” 
 
    She was silent for several seconds, considering. 
 
    “Is it safe?” 
 
    “For who?” 
 
    “For spectators.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “How about for you?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “I’m not comforted.” 
 
    “I’d rather tell you the truth than lie to make you feel better.” 
 
    “Hmm.  I think that is comforting.  In a way.” 
 
    “There you go.  Do you want to stay and help me ask questions?” 
 
    “Do I have to actually do anything?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I’ll stay.” 
 
    I drew another of the lesser circles, where the conjuror or an assistant might stand, walking her through the process while assuring her she didn’t need to know it. 
 
    “Someday, maybe, but it’s a learning experience to see the basic circle preparation.  We’ll go over it in detail when you get so far in your lessons.” 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    With the preparations complete, I flicked some of the corpse’s blood into a brazier.  The smoke rose, slowly filling the major circle.  I spoke the words, calling back the departed spirit.  I didn’t know his name, but I did have his corpse and the attuned wand.  Either would have been sufficient to adequately target my summoning. 
 
    The smoke thickened, darkened.  A face slowly formed in it.  Smaller roils of smoke formed smaller faces, perhaps a dozen, all moving randomly about the larger, central face. 
 
    “Who calls me from my journey?” 
 
    “One with the power to compel your presence,” I answered.  There was no way I was giving this entity my name.  “Speak!  Who are you?” 
 
    “I am Jidrash, of the wizard’s chain of Nykos.” 
 
    “What is a wizard’s chain?” 
 
    “Nykos was the first.  When his time came to die, he passed on his knowledge to his greatest pupil, Tamon.  Tamon passed on his knowledge to Galor.  Galor passed on his knowledge to Hasphalon.  Hasphalon passed—” 
 
    “Enough!  I see your predecessors in the smoke.  Are their spirits also summoned?” 
 
    “They are the echoes of those who came before.” 
 
    “Interesting.  Do their spirits move on to purification and reincarnation, or are the subsumed into you?” 
 
    “They remain.” 
 
    “The priests must love that.” 
 
    The spirit of Jidrash and his predecessors remained silent. 
 
    “Ah!  I didn’t ask a question.  Sorry about that.  How do the priests view this process of passing on directly into a successor?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Wait, better question,” I decided.  “Do they know wizards do this?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Speculate.” 
 
    “They do not.” 
 
    “Why do you think this?” 
 
    The spirit gnashed immaterial teeth, but replied. 
 
    “If they knew, they would attempt to stop it.” 
 
    “Good to know.  Now, Jidrash, back to the main topic, here.  Who did you work for when you came to my valley?” 
 
    “Lokar of Sarcana.” 
 
    “What was your mission?” 
 
    “To seek the source of your wealth and obtain what I could of it.” 
 
    “Yet, you stole my prisoners.  Why?” 
 
    “I could not find your gold, so I took what you might use for ransom.” 
 
    “How did you get into the valley?” 
 
    “I rode to your bridge, left my horse, and went the rest of the way on foot.” 
 
    “How did you intend to get out?” 
 
    “Cloud the sight of your guards and use my Cape of Passage to move all my prizes through the wood of your gate.” 
 
    I glanced at Leisel.  She tapped her lips, thinking. 
 
    “Do I ask it or ask you?” she whispered. 
 
    “Ask me.” 
 
    “Does he know why Naskarl—no, better question.  Why is there a vendetta by Sarcana?” 
 
    “Why does House Sarcana have a vendetta with House Lucard?” I asked. 
 
    “Naskarl desires the woman, Renata, and the child growing within her.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The child will inherit the House.” 
 
    “What about… what’s her name?  The concubine or wife or whatever who conceived Palan’s child shortly before his death?” 
 
    “Nironda is barren.  She will never bear a child.” 
 
    Leisel’s eyes widened and I looked a question at her. 
 
    “If Nironda can’t conceive, why the rumor about it?  Why say she could?  Or did?” 
 
    I repeated the questions to the spirit.  Personally, I thought the idea of secluding Nironda and Renata until well after the baby was born was gaining traction.  If the wizards’ ghost would confirm it, great.  Unfortunately… 
 
    “I do not know.  It was not important to my mission.” 
 
    “All right.  Your mission was to steal what you could of my fortune.  Where does House Sarcana keep its vault?  Where’s the big pile of money?” 
 
    “The estate in Sarashda is the place of wealth.  What money Sarcana has is kept there.” 
 
    “Where in the estate?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Fine.  How is the house defended against scrying?” 
 
    “A gem of nine facets sits in the center of the estate, enchanted to block all sight.” 
 
    “How might it be bypassed?” 
 
    “It can be destroyed.  It can be placed in a container to block its emanations.  Its enchantment can be broken.” 
 
    “How might one break the enchantment?” 
 
    “As with any other, touch it and work its undoing.” 
 
    “Fat lot of help you are.” 
 
    “I am compelled to obedience, not to helpfulness.” 
 
    I looked another question at Leisel.  She frowned and shook her head.  I was about to dismiss the spirit when an earlier thought struck me. 
 
    “Who is Lokar of Sarcana?” 
 
    “He is a hireling of Kellonol.” 
 
    “Wait.  Is he a member of the family or does he work for them?” 
 
    “Lokar is a wizard employed by Sarcana, hence he is Lokar of Sarcana. 
 
    “Why did he do the hiring instead of Kellonol or Naskarl?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Speculate.” 
 
    “Perhaps because Kellonol has other duties.” 
 
    “Continue.” 
 
    “Perhaps because Naskarl has other matters to attend.” 
 
    “Continue.” 
 
    “Perhaps because Kellonol fears you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Speculate.” 
 
    “You are a warrior and a wizard.  This should not be.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.  Does he think I’m a returned soul, enlightened from beyond the world?” 
 
    “I do not know what he thinks.” 
 
    “But you think he fears me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Elaborate.” 
 
    “I know he fears you.” 
 
    Leisel cocked her head and interrupted. 
 
    “Hold on.  Didn’t it just say Kellonol might fear you?” 
 
    “No.  He’s a bound spirit and he’s compelled to answer.  As he mentioned, he’s not compelled to be helpful.  I forced him to speculate, which means he gave us some possibilities—‘perhaps,’ remember?  And he doesn’t think Kellonol fears me, so he answered ‘no’ to that question.  He knows Kellonol fears me.  Technicalities.  See?” 
 
    “I think I understand.  Does he know why Kellonol fears you?” 
 
    “I already—no, actually, I didn’t ask.  You.  Jidrash.  Why does Kellonol fear me?” 
 
    “You are a new House, outside the machinations of the House Sarcana and the debts it has gathered.” 
 
    “Elaborate on these debts.” 
 
    “I cannot.  I do not know more.” 
 
    “Just to be sure, do you know any other reasons Kellonol has for fearing me?” 
 
    The lips of the smoky face twisted in a grimace. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “You are an entity of power.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It is what Kellonol has said.” 
 
    “What kind of entity, then?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Does Kellonol?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Who does?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    I relaxed a little and turned to Leisel again. 
 
    “Any thoughts?” 
 
    “No.  I’m satisfied.” 
 
    I spoke the words to banish the spirit, returning it to the place from whence it came.  It bothered me considerably to find the smoke sucked itself down into the wand. 
 
    Normally, at this point, one breaks the major circle to see if anything comes screaming out.  The lesser circles, for the conjuror and any assistants, remain to protect them until they can get a handle on any leftover angry spirit.  This time, however, I didn’t want to let anything out by accident.  It might be a spirit bound to the wand due to the attunement, or it might be taking advantage of the attunement to avoid being banished.  Either way, breaking the major circle would, potentially, let it escape into the world—or attack. 
 
    I let myself and Leisel out of our minor circles, instead.  I reinforced the major circle before we went to the bedroom to talk.  It didn’t seem wise to discuss matters in front of what might be a prisoner. 
 
    “Well,” she began, “at least we know what they were trying to do.” 
 
    “Yeah.  They don’t know I grab gold out of nowhere.  They think if they swipe my money, I don’t pay anyone, and the thriving little community we have has to be instantly self-supporting… or dry up and blow away.” 
 
    “I’m sure the mines would keep going.  I’m not so sure about the village, though.” 
 
    “It still shoots down my base of operations if I can’t pay my warriors.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Which brings me to another question.  How much do you know about House Sarcana’s business dealings?” 
 
    “Their business dealings?” 
 
    “Yes.  What do they own?  Farms?  Shops?  Ships?  What?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.  I can find out, though.” 
 
    “Maybe we should.  If they’re so concerned about my money, they may be projecting.” 
 
    “Projecting?” 
 
    “Their chief concern might be how to fund this vendetta.  Stealing my money would weaken me and strengthen them.  If we reverse it by stealing their money, it may be a more serious blow than they can take.” 
 
    “Aha.  Right.” 
 
    “Another thing,” I continued.  “The spirit mentioned something about House Sarcana and the debts it’s gathered.  Either Kellonol or Lokar mentioned something to it about the subject, but didn’t give details.  Any idea what these debts might be?” 
 
    “I do not know, but I infer the reference is to the various alliances among the major Houses.  They trade favors.  There may be more to this than I know, not being a manzhani, so I will ask.  These questions will require money to answer,” she added. 
 
    “Good point.  And hire more warriors.  I’ll interview them in the evenings, after my day is over.  We’ll need them to guard the food shipments, the valley, and the money we send into the city.” 
 
    “I will begin as soon as I have the gold.” 
 
    “Go get some of the brawnier types to help you carry it.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    Leisel went to get help carrying cash.  I reached into other universes to make sure she would need the help. 
 
      
 
    At dinner, I noticed something.  Maybe it was the concern over the food imports, but I finally realized.  The communal feeding time was less community and more military.  Civilians were in their homes for dinner.  The messhall—if I may call it that—was full of warriors.  Oh, a few newcomers ate at the tables, but they hadn’t yet been homesteaded.  For the most part, it was me and people who worked directly for me.  In short, the military. 
 
    How did it come to this?  I wanted a place to sit quietly and observe alternate timelines from the outside.  But, like a snowball rolling downhill… 
 
    I swear, I’m going to find a quiet little Earth, find a quiet little neighborhood, maybe find a quiet little job, and live a quiet little life for a decade or two.  This adventurous bullshit is starting to wear on me.  Combined with my tendency to temper tantrums, maybe I should find a quiet little therapist, as well.  Sadly, for now, I have a community I feel responsible for and a House needing a good poke in the snoot, at least.  Of course, if both of those go well, I can carry on with my observations without having to go to all the effort to relocate.  And by “go well,” I mean settle down to the point I can live in peace and quiet.  I may be overly optimistic.  All I know is I can’t leave everything like this, even if it doesn’t mean I’ll get anything out of it. 
 
    Is it a sense of responsibility or only blind stubbornness?  One is a good thing, the other is not. 
 
    At dinner, people don’t usually talk to me much.  I’m not sure why.  Maybe it’s my appetite.  They don’t want to disturb me while I’m eating lest I take a bite out of them.  Or maybe it has something to do with being the head of my House and the ruler of the valley.  Or maybe Leisel passed the word not to bother me.  I suppose I should know these things, but there’s a lot about administrating a budding Great House I don’t know and don’t care about.  As long as it gets done, do I need to stick my nose in? 
 
    After dinner, Leisel took me upstairs.  The early evening rapidly took on all the expected features, hardly worth mentioning to the sophisticated.  The timing worked out well.  She recovered in the bed while I underwent my sunset transformation to one side.  After a bit of cleanup, I sat on the bed while she curled around me like a cat.  A cat that likes me, I mean. 
 
    “I envy you,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You don’t have to sleep.” 
 
    “It’s not as much fun as you’d think.” 
 
    “But you can get so much more done.” 
 
    “True, but sometimes I want a break.  My life seems pretty close to non-stop.” 
 
    “Can you sleep?” 
 
    “I can, but it’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t like my dreams.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “You go ahead and sleep.  I need to go check on the ghost of a wizard.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    With the sun down and my eyes adjusted, seeing the spirit in the wand was straightforward.  I’m fairly sure it wasn’t there when I first examined it. 
 
    I reactivated the lesser circle, stepped inside, and called up the spirit again.  Since there was no smoke, it appeared as a translucent form, visible only to my vampire eyes. 
 
    “Good evening,” I greeted it. 
 
    “How do you do this?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “You detect our presence in the wand.  You call us up without the brazier.  You see us.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m not going to explain.  Where were you taking the prisoners?” 
 
    “Sarashda.” 
 
    “Specifically.” 
 
    “My instructions were to take whatever I found to the estate of Sarcana.” 
 
    “Good.  What enchantments does the house have to control the temperature?” 
 
    “The—?  The temperature?” 
 
    “Yes.  Answer!” 
 
    “The house itself is of old construction.  Each chamber has within it some stone of the wall bearing an enchantment.” 
 
    “Tell me how they are operated.” 
 
    “They have words one may speak while touching the stone, commanding it to make the room warmer or cooler.  Repeating the word makes the change more significant.” 
 
    “And of what significance is the observation on the age of the construction?” 
 
    “Newer buildings bear such an enchantment within their structure.” 
 
    “Ah.  Central air, instead of window units.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “I don’t care.  You said you’d never seen where Sarcana keeps its money stockpile.  Have you seen the whole of the ground floor?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you seen the whole of higher floors?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Now, why did you try to hide in the wand?” 
 
    “I did not try to hide in the wand.” 
 
    “Why did you, as a spirit, enter the wand when I dismissed you?” 
 
    “I am part of the chain of Nykos.  It is my duty to pass into my apprentice.” 
 
    “I thought you were supposed to vanish into the afterlife and be reborn.” 
 
    The spirit of Jidrash did not answer.  I didn’t ask a question or give it a command. 
 
    “Ah.  Aren’t you supposed to pass into the afterlife and be reborn?” 
 
    “According to the temples, yes.” 
 
    “Why don’t you?” 
 
    “It would be a waste for the accumulated knowledge of a lifetime—or several lifetimes—to be lost in such a manner.” 
 
    “How common is this practice among wizards?” 
 
    “Every wizard who has children is likely a link in a chain.” 
 
    “Of course they are,” I realized.  “Your kids are your apprentices, learning—and inheriting—your craft.  So you take the eldest?” 
 
    “The greatest of one’s offspring is what my chain has always chosen.” 
 
    “But do you take apprentices from other wizards?” 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    “Do others?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Speculate.” 
 
    “A wizard with a chain and no children might seek out someone to pass it on to.  A young wizard who has lost his parent may seek out an older wizard and serve him.” 
 
    “And this is acceptable?” 
 
    “To wizards, yes.  A wizard’s chain consists of lifetimes of experience and power.” 
 
    “Interesting.  And if you die—truly die—your chain ends?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t like your tone.  You sound hesitant or uncertain.” 
 
    The spirit made no reply.  It didn’t have to because I didn’t ask a direct question. 
 
    “What else might happen to your chain if the body you inhabit perishes?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Speculate,” I commanded. 
 
    “There is a legend—perhaps a myth—that the first wizard began a chain with his greatest apprentice.  His spirit is said to have passed on through many incarnations before a mischance freed it from its mortal shell.  He was worshiped as the god of wizards, of magic, and it is said by some his spirit has ascended, becoming a god in fact.” 
 
    “That would give him a considerable leg up on the other gods,” I mused.  “I’ll have to remember that.” 
 
    “Are you content with the information you have?  Will you release me, now?” 
 
    “Hang on.  As I understand this chain business, if you move on into your son—or chief apprentice—he becomes the chain-bearer, with all your accumulated knowledge and skill?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What’s that worth to you?” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Right now, I intend to burn your wand, destroy your corpse, and forcibly banish you into the afterlife.  You’re going to go poof!  On the other hand, I could be persuaded to take your highly-charged wand to your apprentice and let him become a vessel of greatness.  But I would have to be persuaded.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “What do you have to offer?” 
 
    “I can do nothing of consequence in this state.” 
 
    “Can you make a bargain on your apprentice’s behalf?” 
 
    “I cannot control once I have passed on.  What I know will be his to know.  He will know I made such a bargain, but it will be up to him to honor it.” 
 
    “Too bad.  I could have used a wizard to help out around here.  One I could trust, I mean.” 
 
    And with that, I broke the lesser circle, broke the major circle, and surrounded the quasi-living spirit of a whole meddle of mages with hungry tendrils.  The scream was audible in the psychic range, but it was also brief. 
 
    Yes, the locals used what I called “messy bits” for their big spells.  Those took time and work.  Often, they worked in concert to build truly big spells.  Lesser spells—what I would call tricks—they performed more readily, much the same way a Rethvan magician might, but without the body of theory.  They remembered what worked and did it again.  Spell development was guesswork, trial, and lots of error.  By comparison, Rethvan magicians were astronomers.  Tautan wizards were still astrologers.  An astronomer can still calculate a horoscope, but an astrologer can’t explain orbital mechanics. 
 
    It was good to know for certain they didn’t only enchant things.  They were quite capable of performing spells, but they usually don’t do it where there’s an audience.  The locals don’t like spells.  It’s the aversion to the unknown, I think, in much the same way doctors can make people nervous.  What’s in the pill?  What’s in the needle?  Why are you doing this?  Is it supposed to hurt?  Most spells involve rituals the subject doesn’t understand, performed by a person being paid.  An enchanted item, on the other hand, does something.  Sure, it’s magic, but it’s magic the user controls, not some hireling.  You can shave yourself with a straight razor or allow someone else to wave it around near your face.  Anyone familiar with the barbershop on Fleet Street will be more comfortable with the first option. 
 
    But they knew a lot of spells.  Hundreds of them, all flickering through my awareness like birds on the wing.  None staying long enough to make an impression, but all of them leaving the ghost of an impression.  I might not cast any of their spells, but I might recognize one being cast.  The pouch of reddish herb?  It’s for a healing spell, but don’t ask me how to use it.  The small bones?  They’re for finding water, but I don’t know how it works.  This type of feather is for a personal flying spell, but this type is the sort to use when enchanting an object to fly.  Why?  I don’t know and neither do they.  They only know it works. 
 
    It was an improvement, at least, and the elimination of one problem. 
 
    I also realized something.  In this culture, everything is about the inheritance.  With a caste-driven society, it’s hard to advance.  So keeping everything your parents had becomes a priority.  It’s not about making money or gaining land or learning something new.  It’s about preserving what you have.  I’m sure there are some outlaw types who have a different view, sure, because there always are, but the culture is based on preserving, on keeping, on avoiding losses, not on risking what you have to gain more. 
 
    I’m not sure how this changes anything, but it’s still a good insight into the people I’m dealing with. 
 
    I studied the wand some more, getting a better feel for its function and its design.  I understood it more thoroughly after my snack.  I recognized it as a tool I’d thought of before—a power-gathering one—rather than the specialized wands I had in my toolkit.  It was more complex than a simple sponge for magical power, though.  It included some safety features.  It gathered power from around the wielder, but it started several feet from the wielder, presumably to avoid interfering with any spells he was wearing or actively casting.  It also tended to avoid other spells.  Spells have a high power density compared to the ambient magic of the environment, but getting it out usually involves breaking them.  Rather than offend everyone in the vicinity every time the wand came out, its functions went to the lowest-density power.  In a highly-magical world, this was still useful, of course. 
 
    I wanted to play with it a bit more and do some analyses of it, but I had to hurry off to a secluded dell and kidnap a dinosaur. 
 
      
 
    Step one, find a tyrannosaur.  Not a problem. 
 
    Step two, go there.  More of a problem.  It’s nighttime here, daytime there, and I’m allergic to sudden changes of state.  I flicked the gate in my Ring of Spying on and off a few times, hoping for a time skip.  It took over an hour to hit a tyrannosaur at night.  That’s the trouble with random—or what appears to be random—temporal slippage.  I really need to get on the ball and start gathering data from an objective perspective. 
 
    Anyway, with a suitable dinosaur in my sights, I prepared for a dinosaur hunt.  First on my list of things to do was set up a portable wire gate near my prepared shift-circle.  I might have to lure the thing into a circle on the far side and send it through without me.  I wanted something local to the arrival point rather than, potentially, have to go back to the tower and hurry out to find my dinosaur. 
 
    With my return point set up, I also used it to go through.  I let my Ring of Spying’s micro-gate maintain a connection.  Now would not be an ideal moment to come back after a year-long absence.  Of course, that meant having a tiny gate on the Tauta side, but those are usually pretty simple.  Poke a hole in something.  It’s only the size of a pinprick, after all.  Even a simple hole will do to avoid the costs incurred with a brute-force gate.  I put a gate spell on the tiny hole I left behind to further save on maintenance costs. 
 
    The full-size gate was the tricky part.  There wasn’t anything appropriate anywhere near my target, so I brute-forced it and stepped through quickly. 
 
    Once on the Cretaceous side—a fresh Cretaceous, one I hadn’t been to before—I regarded the dinosaur.  It lifted its head as I came through and it looked at me across the corpse of another dinosaur.  Its head was bigger than me and covered in smears of blood.  Some of the blood in the partially-eaten body was lively enough to crawl away from the tyrannosaur, toward me.  No doubt the tyrannosaur was full, otherwise it might have already charged.  Then again, anything my size was, at most, a scavenger.  Not worth challenging, but worth frightening off.  It made a hissing rumble, a warning sound. 
 
    I ignored it.  It was just an angry lizard.  Besides, the tyrannosaur’s entire head would fit in the nostril of the last dragon I looked at.  As long as it was busy hissing, it wasn’t a problem.  I looked around for other scavengers.  Anything small enough to be scared off might not run far, lured back by the smell of blood and meat.  Those might be insignificant to a tyrannosaur, but they might be troublesome to me. 
 
    Yes, there were quite a lot of small to mid-sized creatures around.  They all kept a respectful distance from the kill, though.  A few were interested in me, but a lot of tendrils convinced them it was too late at night to concern themselves with anything but sleep. 
 
    The tyrannosaur, on the other hand, didn’t like me.  When I didn’t run, it raised itself from where it lay and extended its neck, tail lashing behind as a counterbalance.  It roared at me, a cross between a trumpet and a chainsaw.  Scavengers scattered. 
 
    Looking around, there was a clearer area off to my left and slightly to my rear.  It was easily large enough, so I insinuated tendrils into the tyrannosaur and got a good grip on its vitality.  I backed off slowly, moving toward the clearing. 
 
    Weren’t we going to draw a circle and lure it in? Firebrand queried. 
 
    I’ve reconsidered, I shot back.  There’s a lot of vitality in there and it’ll take time to drain it.  While I’m sure I can drag it— 
 
    You mean Bronze can drag it. 
 
    —I  think it’ll be easier to let it fall wherever it wants and then draw the circle! 
 
    It trumpeted its roar again and pursued me.  I hauled vitality out of it in a hurry.  There was a lot to be had, but I’m good at this.  The tricky part was timing it so it didn’t lose interest in chasing me before the clearing, but still collapsed before it could eat me.  I didn’t quite get it right.  I reached the far side of the clearing while it was still thumping after me. 
 
    Do I stand still while it charges and focus on hauling out its vital force?  It’ll drain much more quickly if I can concentrate.  On the other hand, if I don’t concentrate, it will still fall over eventually, and I’ll be able to move out of the way. 
 
    I cut right, circling the clearing, still draining vitality from the thing.  It turned, sluggishly, to pursue, but at night I’m faster than the eye can follow.  I stayed on its right side while it kept turning and it very nearly spun in place.  Eventually, it fell over, shaking the ground.  It kicked at me, feebly, once, and its eyes closed. 
 
    I grabbed the tail and dragged the dinosaur into a slightly better position if only to prove to Firebrand I was right.  I repeated the process with the head.  With it curled up somewhat, I was certain it would fit. 
 
    Now, step three:  Draw a new shift-circle and get the thing back to Tauta and my hidden dell. 
 
    I expected more trouble from the local scavengers.  Maybe they were more interested in the pile of meat the tyrannosaur wasn’t guarding.  Whatever the reason, they didn’t bother me.  I was left to clear the ground, mark it off, and draw my symbols without interference.  It didn’t hurt to have the vital force from a tyrannosaur to help. 
 
    The circle flared and light arched upward, forming a bright, shining hemisphere and I sent it on its way.  When the glare cleared, the circle was empty. 
 
    Interesting.  Did I do something not quite right, or do unshielded spaces usually have a bit of leakage in the visible range?  Or was it even visible to mortal eyes?  The main trouble with an extended sensory range is remembering what other people can see. 
 
    I drew another circle on the ground for a return gate.  I didn’t go with the dinosaur because I wasn’t entirely sure the transfer would work.  I connected the micro-gate from my ring to the circle, waited until it stabilized, and allowed myself to topple forward into it.  I emerged, therefore, from the portable gate on the other side and did a forward roll on the ground. 
 
    Now I’m thinking with portals.  I’m getting the hang of this. 
 
    My dinosaur was present and seemed none the worse for its interuniversal shift.  It was still snoozing peacefully.  I did a quick check, looking over the interior structures, paying close attention to the circulatory and nervous systems.  It was big enough to regard a sword-thrust as a needle-stick, a slashing attack as a paper cut.  It’s important to know where to stick or slash if you’re going to kill something this big. 
 
    It seemed to be having trouble breathing, so I wrapped its head in a nitrogen filter, increasing the relative concentration of oxygen.  It breathed more easily after that. 
 
    I wonder if Huron’s any good with that spear of his? 
 
    While I worked on the dinosaur’s breathing spell, I noticed something disturbing.  The ground around the tyrannosaur wasn’t the ground of the little dell.  It was the ground from the Cretaceous.  The plants alone should have clued me in quicker. 
 
    I dug down at the perimeter to check.  Yes, my shift-spell formed a sphere, not a hemisphere.  Somewhere in the Cretaceous, there was a transposed divot of Tauta. 
 
    I wished Bronze were present, but I didn’t say so.  I dragged the dinosaur out of the circle, slowly, accompanied by many snide remarks from Firebrand.  I ignored these and continued to slog along, sinking shin-deep in the ground with every step.  Eventually, with my dinosaur clear, I filled in the hole and set up my circle again.  It took some doing, but I fired the circle a second time, shifting everything back.  I don’t know what sort of prehistoric ecological or evolutionary disaster might ensue from introducing grass, vines, and whatever organisms live in the dirt of Tauta, and I don’t really want to find out.  Shifting everything back at least minimized the effects.  Hopefully, any contamination will get stomped out by the local organisms.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 20th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    I spent the rest of the night hauling stones down from my someday-would-be-mines.  The tower is nice, but it occurs to me if even one of the local wizards has perfected the art of walking through walls, there really isn’t anything between a wizard and my recovered prisoners.  It’s time to start expanding.  I find myself needing more rooms—one of which needs to house a better cistern for water and another which needs to be a bathroom.  I probably need a barracks for the guards currently in my employ—something better than the long log cabin they use.  An interior space for a messhall, a kitchen, a stable, possibly even a smithy, an armory… the list goes on and on. 
 
    The stones didn’t get stacked into rooms.  All Bronze and I managed were the trips to transport and dump them.  Laying them out and building with them would be immensely quicker.  It’s not like we’re actually doing masonry, where we cut stones to fit, mix mortar, align them precisely, tap them into place, and carefully lay precise courses for a foundation before building a fresh course on top.  With the spells on the tower making it grow, it’s more like building with Legos. 
 
    I have to ask Leisel and Hazir if there are any cities or Houses named “Lego.”  I mean, there might be.  It’s two syllables and could potentially be found in any language.  I wouldn’t want to step on a local family name and create more confusion by calling it “Castle Lego.” 
 
    The new cart, by the way, works wonderfully.  It has leaf-springs between the bed of the cart and the axle, as well as more regular, spiral springs out at the edges.  It needs something to act as resistance, as well, like a shock absorber, but that comes later.  Right now, I’m not sure it’s an improvement over a normal cart.  Without the resistance, any given jolt is lessened, but it bounces for longer.  I’m guessing people could ride in it more easily, but they’re still not going to enjoy the experience.  Someday… pneumatic tires, shock absorbers, and independent suspension! 
 
    Leisel was up slightly before dawn and waiting for me when I came upstairs. 
 
    “Busy night?” 
 
    “Not as bad as some.  Mostly hauling rocks down to expand the tower.” 
 
    “Does it need more rock?” she asked.  “There’s a lot of dross and tailings from the mines.” 
 
    “Couldn’t hurt.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it they make two trips a day instead of one.” 
 
    “The tower already has bedrock, but moving it is unnecessary effort.  And the dross and tailings—they’re waste, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How about we task someone to do it all the time?  You can use it as a punishment detail for the slackers or something.  They load up a cart, haul it here, spread it around the courtyard, and go back for more.” 
 
    “All day?  It’s definitely a punishment detail.” 
 
    “If nobody earns it, don’t bother with it.  All it’ll do is thicken the courtyard, or mostly.  It’ll speed up an outer wall, as well, I think.” 
 
    “Oh, someone always earns it.  You can’t have a hundred people without at least one person screwing up for the day.” 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
    “Can I use this instead of sending them to take orders from a craftsman?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The bellows at the smelter?” 
 
    “Oh!  Sure.  Has it been a problem?” 
 
    “No, but it’s inappropriate.” 
 
    “Oh.  And hauling stones is better?” 
 
    “Yes.  They’re working for you, following your orders.  It’s a major difference.” 
 
    “Ah.  Got it.  Yes, by all means.” 
 
    “Good.  And since you bring up the tower, can I ask if my lessons will ever cover what’s going on with it?  People talk, you know.” 
 
    I started getting out of my armor and clothes, anticipating the sunrise. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.  What are they saying?” 
 
    “It depends,” she shrugged.  “We’re all on comfortable terms with magic.  None of the ‘death to all wizards’ types saw fit to come out here.” 
 
    “Hold on.  There’s a bunch of people who want to kill all the wizards?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, surprised.  “Cowards, really.  They’re afraid of magic and what it can do.  They might as well be afraid of a warrior.  Or a hunter’s spear and bow.” 
 
    “I suppose.  But go on.” 
 
    “People notice changes.  The tower gets taller and wider.  The hole in one side of it is gone, now.  The rocks we spread around it sink into the ground.  Stack stones anywhere and they stick.  It’s magic.  Your magic.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Thought so.  Do I get to understand how it all works?  It’ll help me reassure people if I know how to lie correctly.” 
 
    “I’ll include it in your morning lesson, if you like.” 
 
    “I’m wide awake.” 
 
    “True, but we can enter a dream by choice, if we want.  Let’s go over how to do that, too.” 
 
    “Lesson first?  Or sunrise?” 
 
    “I feel the tingle.  Let’s wait until after.” 
 
      
 
    Leisel hasn’t built a mental study.  Instead, we visit mine.  We’ll get to it eventually, but there are more pressing things for her to learn.  These include light spells, a cleaning spell, how to use some not-user-friendly items, how to analyze enchantments, and so on.  Speaking of which, she now understands the way the stone of the tower flows to match the pattern I’ve given it.  If she wanted to, she could probably alter the pattern, but it’s rather delicate and tricky work, visualizing it.  I have the advantage of being able to draw the plans for the end result in my head and imprint the design in my spell. 
 
    And, upon realizing she could change the tower’s architectural plans, I realized any of the local wizards probably could, as well.  It wouldn’t be a disaster—it takes too long to change anything—but it would be an annoyance.  They probably wouldn’t understand what they were doing, but I still didn’t like it.  I spent several minutes wiring in some distractions, defenses, alarms, and locks.  They might break the spell, but I doubted anyone would alter it without my knowing about it. 
 
    A busy day started there. 
 
    First it was the morning workout with the troops.  Huron participated and was clearly surprised at the proficiency of the local warriors.  I wondered if he might reconsider.  Everyone recognized his seniority and was respectful of it, especially the women.  Maybe the women were also being a bit flirtatious.  He’s a handsome man in the rugged, masculine way.  He reminds me of… oh, who was that actor?  Starred in Spartacus.  Also as the captain in The Final Countdown.  Dang it. 
 
    Huron did seem to be enjoying himself. 
 
    Breakfast came next, and kept coming; I was hungry and had a lot to do. 
 
    Then came the matter of the floor plan for the tower.  I elected to go with simple, geometric shapes.  Adding an outer ring around the tower would start the castle wall.  Between the tower and this outer wall, rooms could be laid out, ceilings formed, and so on.  Later, we could add outbuildings or attach wings to the central keep as need arose.  I moved a lot of stones—with help—and soon reached a point where my efforts were no longer needed. 
 
    About there, I decided we did need a stable.  Maybe it was all the horses in view, plowing, hauling, carrying.  Maybe they caused me to look around and see the little one- or two-horse barns scattered around.  How many horses have we captured?  Sixteen?  Twenty?  Something like that?  And not counting any horses the local citizenry brought with them.  And one of the horses breathes fire…  A real castle stable might be a good idea. 
 
    I remembered—for some reason—to do a quick check on my divinity dynamos.  They were in some shielded place last time I looked.  Had someone taken them out to examine or analyze them? 
 
    No, or not at the moment, but I’ll try again.  It annoys me that the local version of scry-shielding—based on what I’ve seen of it—seems to create a solid, anti-scrying space, not simply a shell.  I’m not sure if they do it deliberately, since it’s more power-intensive to make and maintain.  They may not have developed a shield, but, rather, a block of armor.  Then again, if it’s mostly enchantment, it’s a magical object doing the work, not a hired wizard maintaining a spell. 
 
    I wonder if the Sarcana wizard, Kellonol, had anything to do with it.  Aside from the one I ate, he’s the only wizard I know who was certainly in the valley.  He would have the best chance of noticing, especially if he was out here on a mission to spy on the place. 
 
    I checked to see if I could find him.  Not at the moment, sadly.  Still, he’s probably at the Sarcana estate, safe inside the building’s scryshields. 
 
    Speaking of which, I made some preparations for a weather-working.  What I wanted was a cold front, preferably with quite a bit of rain, to move through Sarashda and finish up in the afternoon.  Ideally, around midafternoon it would be relatively cool and with most of the smells of the city at least temporarily washed away.  Not today, no, but soon.  Tomorrow, maybe, or the day after.  Getting it to rain wasn’t any trick, but the timing was.  I watched the clouds from above, looking for patterns.  A nudge here, a guiding impulse there…  
 
    No, not today.  But I could start the process to make it work tomorrow.  Yes. 
 
    The dungeon and other basement rooms were still going, but slower.  The tower’s spell now had a lot more to do, so its efforts were divided.  With two spells drawing on the local magical field, both were slowed.  It’s a high-magic world, sure, but it doesn’t have enough to power every spell ever cast, all in the same place.  They need to be spread out more to work at peak effect, or to have an auxiliary source of power. 
 
    Looks like I need to start a solar panel replication.  I’ve considered it before, but now it may be necessary.  I flatly refuse to build a reactor again.  On the plus side, the panels can draw in local energies to replicate much more quickly.  If I’ve set them up properly, they should form a dome and expand from there, replicating all day.  It’ll slow down the growth of the scry-forwarding shield, but I’m okay with that.  The shield is big enough to ward the whole keep.  I can leave it at that.  Besides, anyone looking into the keep should already know what’s going to happen. 
 
    With a bit of luck, by tomorrow morning I should have most of the valley covered in solar conversion panels.  A little manual tweaking can arrange them to have a more valley-shaped footprint.  Then they can feed the keep directly.  We’ll see how much it speeds things up. 
 
    Hmm. 
 
    We have a coal mine.  What if I built a furnace?  If the whole thing was covered in multiple layers of conversion panels, like the conversion spheres around the reactors, we’ll eventually get a near-total conversion efficiency.  Could I have a coal-fired keep instead of a reactor-fired mountain?  Is it worth looking into?  I’ve already subdivided the growth and maintenance spell.  Should I plan for a power furnace in each section?  Or feed them all from one central furnace? 
 
    It’s an idea, but I’ll leave it for now.  I know the solar panels will work. 
 
    Next on my to-do list, I paid a visit to the mines.  The communities around them were what one might expect:  Small and tightly focused.  Miners generally want only a few things when they come out of a dark hole, and the mining camps were geared to provide them.  Their economies were much less dependent on my goodwill, though, with merchant caravans buying and selling there. 
 
    Turns out, my iron and coal are for sale.  In theory, I get a percentage, but I don’t do any of the work.  The proceeds are actually used to pay miners and other employees.  I still subsidize the mines, but it’s a lot less than when we started.  When I returned to the central village, I asked Leisel about it. 
 
    “You put me in charge, did you not?” she replied. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Which is why I didn’t ask.  I don’t have to always take orders.  I do think for myself.” 
 
    I’m not sure, but I think I need to come up with some way to apologize.  I’m not sure why. 
 
    Huron and I finally had a chance to sit down—I missed lunch, so I ate while we talked. 
 
    “How do you feel about killing a wingless dragon?” I asked him. 
 
    “Has it been wounded?” 
 
    “No, it’s a specific type of dragon.  Big, lots of teeth, tiny foreclaws, powerful hind legs, can chomp and swallow a man in two bites—possibly in one.” 
 
    “I’m for it.  You know where one may be found?” 
 
    “Yes.  I believe one makes its lair in a dell not too far from here.  It’s a bit of a hike and something of a climb, but I can find it.” 
 
    “When do we leave?” 
 
    “Before we go, I’d like to double-check.  Are you sure you don’t want to take my offer?  I’d be delighted to have you supervise the training every morning.  The warriors would, too.” 
 
    He turned away and puffed out his cheeks, sighing.  I ate while a couple of morose-looking warriors drove a wagonload of mine tailings toward the keep. 
 
    “You tempt me,” Huron admitted. 
 
    “I’m weird like that.  I think a man of skill should pass as much of it on as he can.  Plus, I’m in the middle of a vendetta.  My warriors need to be as skilled as I can make them.” 
 
    “I agree, and I admire you for it.  But this is my failing, not yours.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I cannot bear the shame of being a warrior who cannot fight.  The days of my youth are behind me.  My age approaches fast.  Silver marks my hair and my eyes no longer see as once they did.  Before long, my hand will tremble and my breath will come hard.  What is a warrior who cannot fight?  In every war I have ever fought, the answer is the same:  A burden.” 
 
    “But an instructor is one who does not need to fight.  A teacher may know things he can no longer do.” 
 
    “Yes, certainly.  As I said, the fault is mine.  I can see truth in what you say, but my heart will not hear it.  It longs to die in battle, not wither beside some hearth, hidden under a shriveled skin.  There is also,” he added, “the matter of my rebirth.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I will die in battle against a great foe.  This is a hallmark of a great warrior.  If I am victorious, even in death, my soul may be reborn as a warrior again, rather than as some other caste.”  He sighed.  “I would join your cause and hope to die in battle against your enemies, but it will not secure my rebirth in the warrior caste.  An heroic deed will.  This is my desire.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you know what you want.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “All right.  Let’s go look at a dragon.” 
 
    I had someone fetch his horse.  I rode Bronze.  We trotted north, along the eastern side of the stream, following the road. 
 
    “By the way,” I asked, “what do you want done?  Afterward, I mean?  Do we burn your body and send your sword home to a son?” 
 
    “I would be best pleased to be buried where I fall, if it is not in the belly of a beast.”  He chuckled.  “If it is, there will be little enough to do. 
 
    “And your horse?  Your sword?” 
 
    “All I have with me is mine, and mine alone.  Do with it what you will, for I will have no further need of it.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I have provided for my sons and daughters in what ways I may.  There are none I need bequeath what is left of my wealth.”  Huron’s mouth twisted in what, technically, had to be a smile.  “I doubt any of them remember my name.” 
 
    “There’s a story behind that statement.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, and fell silent.  I waited, but he said nothing else.  Apparently, it wasn’t a story I was going to get. 
 
    The road turned eastward and we left it, still following the stream, heading for the waterfall.  We reached it and left the horses there.  We climbed.  Bronze snickered as we started to climb, knowing she could clear the rim with a running jump.  I told her to keep an eye on Huron’s horse, instead. 
 
    The spear proved useful, since I neglected to bring a rope.  It was at least a pole to extend down to provide a handhold.  We made it up to the level of the reservoir and skirted around it, angling higher so we wouldn’t come out inside the dell, but on the ridge surrounding it. 
 
    As we stood on a rocky edge, looking out over the trees, I heard the trumpeting roar of the beast.  Huron’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Is that it?” he asked, shading his eyes and looking for the source. 
 
    “It is.  When we go down there to face it, I’ll flash the sun in its eyes, both to dazzle its vision and to provoke it.  With luck, it’ll come at me.  You’ll be hiding to one side, so when it comes for me, it’ll have to pass you and you can attack it.  If you get in a good hit from the start—something to cripple it—killing it should be a one-man operation from there.” 
 
    “Perhaps.  I should like to see it, first.” 
 
    “I understand.  Maybe it will smell us, or simply wander by as it hunts.  Let’s wait here for a bit.” 
 
    Firebrand? 
 
    Yo. 
 
    Think we can call it over here? 
 
    I don’t know.  It’s not a dragon, Boss.  There’s not a lot of brain in there, and it’s pretty far off.  We can try. 
 
    Firebrand and I thought hard about the tyrannosaur, projecting the idea it should come this way.  It’s not a sophisticated thinking machine, running more to instinct than thoughts.  Still, it meant the beast couldn’t tell the difference between instinct and external impulses.  It passed among the clearer areas toward the middle of the valley—the trees grew largest there—and into the denser growth of smaller trees, crashing and crunching through them.  It emerged into a gap less than a hundred yards away and raised its head to look at us. 
 
    It was taller than I remembered.  Not as tall as the cliff we stood on, but I was glad the beast lacked real forelimbs.  If it could climb at all, we could have been in trouble. 
 
    Huron gulped. 
 
    “Big, isn’t he?” I asked. 
 
    “Indeed.  Are you certain this is something a man can kill?” 
 
    “I promise.  The hide is thick, but it’s not armored scales.” 
 
    “I should hope not.” 
 
    It trumpeted its roar again, tail swinging back and forth as its head swayed.  It seemed awfully lively for a lizard with a full belly, especially since it was comatose with exhaustion not twelve hours ago.  I may have given it a slightly too high concentration of oxygen, even for its metabolism. 
 
    “Let’s get out of its line of sight so it can go back to doing whatever it does.” 
 
    We faded back behind the cliff and up the slope, making use of jutting rocks and the sparse trees to disappear.  Firebrand gave it the idea it should go looking for something else to eat and it lumbered off into the trees. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked, finally.  “Will it do?” 
 
    “It will serve admirably—if I can do it at all.” 
 
    “If you can’t, you’ll weaken it enough I can finish it.  That’s why we’re out here, just you and I.  I could have brought two dozen spearmen, but I thought we should handle it alone.” 
 
    “Thoughtful of you.  Thank you.”  Huron sat and leaned on a rock, rubbing his eyes and thinking.  “Where does it keep its heart?” 
 
    We sat there for a bit, discussing dinosaur anatomy and planning his attack.  To get at anything vital in the torso required a lot of penetration.  Extremities were more vulnerable, but hitting an artery involved a deep cut.  Disabling the extremities would be better, if he could.  Cutting a tendon in the leg, near the knee joint, would keep it from kicking effectively.  Severing an ankle tendon would still let it kick, but would compromise its mobility.  The throat was also a good target, but getting past the head and jaws was the problem.  A shot to the brain would be ideal, but that involved being entirely too near the teeth.  I suggested through the eyes.  Huron thought a spear through the roof of the mouth would work. 
 
    I was pleased he was thinking in terms of killing it efficiently.  If he lived through it, he might decide to be an instructor for a few months, at least, and I could surreptitiously throw some healing spells at him to reduce the effects of aging. 
 
    “Our plan has merit,” he finally decided.  “I believe I know where and how to strike.  If you are willing to be the bait, I will be the trap.  I fear I must allow this, for it is a greater opponent than I anticipated.” 
 
    “I have every confidence in you.”  As I spoke, I was struck by a thought.  Since Huron was headed for the jaws of a tyrannosaur anyway… 
 
    “I have another proposition for you, if you’ll hear it.” 
 
    “I would be rude if I did not allow you to speak.” 
 
    “As I understand it, you have two main reasons for this battle.  First, you don’t want to die of old age, feeling useless as a warrior.  Yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Second, you hope to mark your soul for the afterlife in such a way as to assure you are reborn as a warrior, right?” 
 
    “Also correct.” 
 
    I licked my lips.  I suspected I was about to prove myself a heretic.  I haven’t met the gods of this world and I’ve been actively avoiding doing so.  This might be treading on their turf. 
 
    “I happen to know the wizards have a peculiar thing they do, somewhat similar to your second reason.” 
 
    “I do not understand.  They die in magic to be reborn as a wizard?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  When their time comes to die, they use their magic to send their souls into their best apprentice, or their most powerful friend, or something.  They pass on their knowledge and skills to the next wizard and, in some way, live on in him as a… a guiding spirit, or something, to counsel and advise.” 
 
    Huron looked startled.  I think he was startled.  I wouldn’t call it shocked, exactly, but maybe a bit of both, leaning more toward startled.  He stared at me for a long time before he shook his head to clear it. 
 
    “I presume you propose—no, let me not presume.  What is it you offer?” 
 
    “I think I can arrange to have you do the same thing with some younger warrior.  I don’t know for certain, since it’s a wizard thing.  Theoretically, you could begin a generational chain where the skill and experience of yourself and every warrior who follows you is passed down, again and again.” 
 
    Huron looked thoughtful.  With his spear over his shoulder, he drew in the dirt with the butt of it.  I waited while he considered.  At last, he shook his head. 
 
    “I find the idea intriguing,” he admitted, “but to do so would be… irreligious, perhaps.  Someday, the chain of warriors would end and I would have to face the gods.  I doubt they would be generous enough to allow me to return as a warrior—nor any of the rest of the chain.  To begin such a course would be to knowingly risk myself and others in open defiance of the order of things.” 
 
    “Fair points.  I had to let you know it was an option, though.  I’d never have forgiven myself if you had wanted to try it and I never even told you.” 
 
    “I understand your predicament.  Thank you for telling me.  I must, regretfully, decline.” 
 
    “No problem.  Ready to go?” 
 
    “Give me a moment.” 
 
    “Just let me know when you’re ready.” 
 
    Huron nodded and closed his eyes, possibly in prayer, possibly to order his thoughts, possibly to consider his own inner vision of how the creature moved.  I don’t know; I was busy.  I prepared spells to put his body into overdrive, amping up all his physical attributes, causing his flesh to use all his vital energy instead of the fraction most people can consciously access.  He would be stronger, faster, and able to ignore more pain than any normal human being—but only for a little while.  Afterward… well, given the circumstances, the spell wouldn’t have time to kill him.  Burning up his body like that, any other time, would require days of bed rest and some healing spells.  At the moment, I couldn’t think of any downside. 
 
    I left everything untriggered.  This setup wouldn’t last long, so its employment would require some timing.  Better to leave it as an emergency measure.  Besides, Huron might actually stand a chance without it. 
 
    We moved along the rim of the dell until we found the fallen tree I’d spotted on an earlier trip.  It had toppled toward the rim, forming a natural, although somewhat inconvenient ramp for armored monkeys.  Climbing down it was much easier than trying to climb the low cliff.  We searched for a good ambush spot. 
 
    We cut our search short as the thud of heavy footsteps alerted us to the approach of our prey.  The location wasn’t ideal—too much open space—but we picked our spots and prepared.  Huron took station behind the largest tree in sight, leaning his spear against the trunk and drawing his sword.  He left his shield at the foot of the tree for the moment, taking his sword in a two-handed grip.  I stayed loose, ready to head for whatever point would lure the beast past him. 
 
    The tyrannosaur came into view.  Its nostrils flared and the eyes focused on me.  Keen vision, those dinos.  Large eyes, good at spotting prey.  I hurried maybe thirty feet to another sunny spot and flashed my pocket mirror at those keen eyes.  It snorted indignantly and I kept the reflected sun in its left eye, the one on the side where Huron waited. 
 
    It bellowed an irate challenge and leaped forward.  It didn’t accelerate too quickly—even those bones couldn’t manage the forces needed for quick acceleration of such a mass—but it had a high top speed. 
 
    Huron picked his moment, but the dinosaur wasn’t cooperating.  We hoped to hamstring it, disable one leg at the outset.  Huron wasn’t half bad as a monster-slayer.  He rolled around the tree trunk as the beast’s head went by, saw he had a poor shot at the knee, and took what was offered—the tendon at the back of the ankle.  He brought his sword down in a two-handed blow, hit, bit, and yanked, slashing deeper after the initial chop. 
 
    The tyrannosaur screamed.  It reminded me of concert feedback in the midrange and shook leaves off the trees.  The lumbering charge turned into a small earthquake as the beast tripped and went down, sprawling grandly, kicking up damp leaves and plowing into the moist earth.  It thrashed, kicking, tail lashing, as it bellowed angrily and fought to recover its footing.  The tail slammed against Huron’s tree, fortunately.  Had it hit him, he would have been slammed for yards, possibly killed outright. 
 
    As it struggled upright, it roared in pain.  It could support some weight on the wounded leg, but it clearly didn’t work properly.  Standing wasn’t beyond it.  Moving wasn’t beyond it.  Running?  Sharp turns?  I began to wonder if Huron was going to survive this.  What do you get the man who kills a tyrannosaur and asks for something harder? 
 
    Huron, meanwhile, continued to use the tree for cover from the thrashing tail.  He calmly sheathed his sword, picked up shield and spear, and readied himself for when the beast rose again.  Only then did he show himself and shout, attracting its attention.  Now upright, it turned toward him.  It couldn’t charge, but it limped forward, roaring, and Huron stuck it in the snout.  I think he was going for an eye, but the irregular gait made the target unpredictable.  The tyrannosaur snapped at him, but Huron hurried back, careful of his footing, as the beast limped forward again. 
 
    It roared at him in frustration and pain, which may have been Huron’s intent all along.  Huron thrust his spear into the mouth.  The spear went in through the soft tissue in the roof of the mouth, but the angle was wrong for a brain shot.  It pierced the mouth, up into the nasal area, and the tyrannosaur snapped at it, biting through the wooden spear-shaft with a splintering crunch. 
 
    Huron fell back some more and drew his sword.  The tyrannosaur paused for a moment to try and hack up the remains of the spear.  It tossed its head from side to side and made a terrible hooting, hacking sound as it attempted to dislodge the spearhead.  It finally bent its neck and turned its head sideways, bringing it close in to the chest.  Those tiny arms were only tiny for a dinosaur of its size.  They were larger and stronger than a man’s leg.  With the head so close, it had no trouble reaching the remains of the spear-shaft and pulling it out.  Blood dribbled from its mouth as it did so and I wondered how badly it was hurt. 
 
    The roar that followed told me it wasn’t too badly hurt. 
 
    Huron wasn’t intimidated.  I say he wasn’t.  Maybe he was.  On the other hand, he intended to die fighting, so it was hard to tell.  He shifted his shield on his arm so he could hold it out with one hand, rather than wear it.  I didn’t see the point until the tyrannosaur lumbered forward and tried to bite him.  With the round shield held up and out like that, the jaws closed on it, chomping down hard.  At least one portion of the edge was sharp.  It cut into the tyrannosaur’s mouth even as the metal crumpled and a freshet of blood poured between the lower teeth. 
 
    While the shield injured the beast a bit more—especially with the force of the tyrannosaur’s own bite driving the lower edge through the tongue!—it was only a part of Huron’s plan.  As the jaws closed, he let go of the shield and stepped forward, driving his sword up for the eye.  He hit it, too, but the sudden pain of the shield-cut caused the tyrannosaur to whip its head up.  The sword’s point entered the eye, further wounding and maddening the beast, but it entered at too steep an angle and, with the head already retreating, didn’t penetrate far.  Fluid gushed from the eye, a mix of clear liquid and blood. 
 
    Huron could probably have run for it, then.  Given some time, the tyrannosaur looked likely to bleed to death.  The ankle, the back of the throat, the eye, and especially the half-severed tongue… If this were judged on points, Huron was the clear victor.  Sadly, Huron wasn’t in it for points.  He was in this to kill the beast if he could, even—or especially—if it meant his own life. 
 
    I found myself sorely tempted to nudge things in his favor.  I mean, it has to do a lot for a man’s confidence in his own abilities as a warrior if he goes out to die, fights a multi-ton carnivore, and wins!  I could always get him another monster next year.  He might go for an instructor job with a yearly monster-slaying.  I might be able to sell that.  Hell, even if things didn’t work out here, I’d come back once a year just to deliver him another monster. 
 
    What kept me from the temptation was the knowledge he wanted this.  He still wanted it, as evidenced by his refusal to run.  Worse, I respected his desire.  I didn’t fully understand it—it’s not my culture, after all—but it seemed to matter a great deal to him.  But I grasped the idea he had chosen the manner of his death, and in my heart I agreed he had the right to choose, even if I didn’t understand his reasons. 
 
    Huron, dripping sword held in both hands, went down the beast’s blind side while it was busy rearing and screaming.  He set himself and delivered a terrific, two-handed blow to the same leg he cut earlier.  He hacked at the existing wound, chopping in and slicing deeper, severing something important as he cut in, right to the bone.  The tyrannosaur started to topple even as it turned in his direction, jaws snapping and sending splashes of blood everywhere.  Huron sprang back toward the tail as well as away from the falling dinosaur. 
 
    It hit the ground with a deep thud, shaking more leaves free.  Huron circled it as it thrashed, staying near the head and looking for an opening, choosing his moment.  The beast was dying—slowly, perhaps, but it wouldn’t survive the day.  This wasn’t good enough, of course.  It was a duel to the death, and they were both still alive.  It glared at Huron with its one good eye, recognizing him as a threat.  It kicked the earth with its good leg, turning itself and flailing at him, trying to kick or claw or grab him with the talons on the remaining foot. 
 
    Huron was too quick for it, of course.  He stayed just out of reach of the bloody, champing jaws and kept pace as it turned itself, trying to reach him.  He evaluated the head and neck, picking out where to hack, where to chop, where to stab. 
 
    When the moment came, everything happened at once. 
 
    The tyrannosaur, still kicking with its good leg, arched its neck as it pushed with its foot, rotating as it lay on the loam.  Huron sprang forward, toward the exposed throat, sword high for a heavy downstroke.  The tyrannosaur, through some trick of evolutionary reflexes, reversed the movement of its head and snapped at him, chomping sideways at him—and clamped down on him, teeth penetrating the scale armor over his abdomen and his legs. 
 
    Huron’s blow at the neck was disrupted, resulting in nothing more than a minor cut.  Since his hands were high at the time, his arms were free of the jaws, but he gasped as all the air was driven out of him by the force of the bite.  Bones broke inside him.  I could hear them from where I stood.  I drew Firebrand. 
 
    Now? Firebrand asked. 
 
    No.  He’s still alive. 
 
    You call that alive? 
 
    Show some respect.  He’s dying in the manner he deems right. 
 
    The tyrannosaur, badly wounded and dying, clamped down.  Huron, already mostly broken and dying, hardly noticed.  I suspect his spine was severed in the bite, so everything below a certain point was simply numb.  Still, he was due to go into shock in seconds, but he didn’t disappoint me.  In the moment of functional awareness remaining to him, he used the tyrannosaur’s bite against it.  If it opened its mouth, Huron would have simply fallen to the ground.  Instead, the dinosaur held him firmly in place, giving Huron the leverage he needed.  Huron raised the blade in one hand, placed the palm of his other hand on the flat to help guide it accurately, and thrust for the one glaring, baleful eye. 
 
    His aim was true.  There was no dodging, no sudden twitching, no unexpected flailing.  There was a clean, straight thrust into the eye and beyond it, burying more than half the length of his blade in the tyrannosaur’s skull.  The beast gave a massive shudder, like a ripple in flesh, and simply quit moving.  The jaws relaxed, but Huron remained where he was, nailed in place by teeth the size of bananas. 
 
    I hurried over to him.  He raised his head to smile weakly at me. 
 
    “You found… a great beast,” he gasped, bloody froth on his lips.  “I am honored.” 
 
    “I witnessed you slay a great beast,” I replied.  “The honor is mine.” 
 
    “I die now… Al of… Lucard.  With… with thanks.” 
 
    I wanted to say something, something profound and deep and fitting for a man dying.  But what?  Ashes to ashes?  Something about the rivers run to the sea, yet the sea is not full?  Home is the sailor?  What?  What do I say? 
 
    Wait!  I remember something.  “For the Fallen,” by Laurence Binyon.  I don’t know the whole thing, but one bit of it always stuck with me. 
 
    “They shall grow not old,” I told him, “as we that are left grow old: Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.  At the going down of the sun and in the morning, we will remember them.” 
 
    Huron seemed to appreciate it.  He smiled for an instant as bright blood came from his mouth.  He nodded, or simply slumped.  I didn’t move him while he died, not wishing to cause him any extra pain.  When he finished, I carefully pulled him free of the teeth and worked him out from between the jaws, laid him down on the bloody ground.  It’s weird for me to watch someone die and not be… I don’t know.  More involved with it, I guess.  Or less involved.  Or something. 
 
    You should have brought a shovel, Firebrand observed. 
 
    My reply was profane.  Firebrand was right. 
 
    Faced with the options of digging with my hands or fetching a shovel, I fetched a shovel.  It takes a lot of work to dig a grave—I mean a real grave, not merely a hole sufficient for covering someone over.  Lucky for me, I have a personal air-conditioning spell.  Unluckily for me, we were still fairly near the edge of the dell, where the dirt was shallowest.  I didn’t quite make it six feet deep before hitting bedrock. 
 
    Still, it would do.  It might even do better than I first thought.  As I dug, I puzzled over what sort of marker to put on his grave.  Hitting underground stone solved the problem for me.  I laid out Huron on the stone at the bottom of the hole, complete with the remains of his shield and spear, with his sword pointing toward his toes and the hilt under his folded hands.  I cast my stone shaping spell on the bedrock, giving it detailed instructions.  I filled in the hole and watched for a bit to make sure all went as planned. 
 
    In a week or two, there would be a slab of stone aboveground, about seven feet by three, and perhaps a foot above ground level.  Inside it, Huron’s body would stay entombed until someone came and busted him out.  They might not, however, because the lettering grown into the top:  “Within lies the body of Huron Dragonslayer.” 
 
    Maybe people will show some respect and leave it alone.  You never know. 
 
    By then, the sun was going down.  I probably had time to make it back to the tower, but I also wanted the tyrannosaur head… or, at minimum, the skull.  Grumbling, I cut the head free and checked it for heft.  It was heavier than I thought. 
 
    Well, fine.  I started stripping it, cutting away the flesh.  The tongue alone must have been fifty pounds.  I wasn’t done when the sunset forced me to sit in the shadows of the trees and close my visor. 
 
    I don’t like playing spaceman through a transformation.  It makes me itchy and nervous.  At least I had mountains in the way and some canopy for cover.  I feel better when my armor isn’t in direct sunlight. 
 
    Once the transformation ran its course, I flensed the skull quickly with tendrils, peeling and scooping and draining.  Hauling the skull back was no trick at all, after that. 
 
      
 
    Back in the village—I should ask if anyone has named it.  I keep calling it “the village,” which makes me sound like Number Six.  On the other hand, I’m in nominal charge, so maybe Number Two.  Oh, my.  Maybe I’m “Them.” 
 
    Back in the village, I finished cleaning my dinosaur skull and set it aside.  There were no messages from the mirror and the scrying redirector was still working.  Good.  Presumably, no one poked a magical nose into my village.  I checked on Renata and she was fine, sleeping peacefully with no windows, a guard on the stairs, and a quartet of warriors patrolling around the base of the tower.  There were three others at fixed posts to watch the tower, itself. 
 
    I went out to the fields with Firebrand.  Those stumps weren’t going to remove themselves. 
 
    While it burned out stumps, I gave some more thought to Renata.  She wasn’t pleased at living a life well-guarded.  Oh, I suppose she might learn to enjoy the attention, but I doubted it.  She was a warrior, despite her beauty-contest appearance, and was accustomed to going out and fighting.  Being constantly guarded and protected rankled.  Then again, how many beautiful women secretly hate being treated like they’re objects of art instead of capable human beings?  I know I never enjoyed bodyguards and I’m certainly no prize winner.  Of course, I also felt they were being needlessly endangered by being near me in the first place.  Different reasons, but a similar problem. 
 
    Was there a way to fix it so she wouldn’t have to be guarded all the time? 
 
    Hold on.  Naskarl wants her child.  For whatever reason, the kid is important.  It might not actually be Renata he wants. 
 
    Okay, so, there’s an embryonic peanut in there.  Get rid of it and the problem goes away.  Renata can walk into the Sarcana estate, let their wizard or the priests determine she’s kid-free, and she goes off on her own business, free of their entanglements. 
 
    The problem is, I can’t make such a decision.  Regardless of my opinion on the matter—do it, don’t do it, whatever—Renata is an independent human being.  Her decisions are her responsibility, not mine, and this is definitively her decision to make.  No doubt the local medicine men have techniques for terminating a pregnancy, but she hasn’t availed herself of them.  Therefore, she’s keeping the kid.  I’ll have to ask to be sure. 
 
    Back to the basic question.  Questions, rather.  Why does Naskarl want the kid so badly?  Is there a way to hide Renata well enough to let her feel less hemmed-in by guards?  If Renata disappears, will that get House Sarcana off our collective backs?  Or will they have to be convinced she’s dead?  If not, is there some other way for me to persuade them to pick up their marbles and go home?  Or will I have to do something brutal and lethal to finish all this? 
 
    I do plan to rob them blind, though.  They sent a wizard to get whatever money I have, but it might simply be my reputation for wealth.  I tend to think it means this whole vendetta business can be expensive.  If I take away their gold and… say, donate it to the main temple in Sarashda, giving it as an offering that my side of the vendetta might find favor with the gods?… they’ll have severe cash flow problems.  Naskarl might even have to let some of his hired warriors go.  He might not even be able to pay his wizards! 
 
    This won’t cool things down, but it may make him consider the cost.  After all, his big complaint so far is about who controls the House Sarcana.  If I can make it expensive enough, he may decide to take me at my word—“I don’t care.  Keep it.”—and hope I don’t wreck its finances any further. 
 
    On a related note, I do need to make entrance to the valley a bit more difficult. 
 
    “Firebrand?” 
 
    Yo. 
 
    “Would you mind awfully if I got someone out here to move you from stump to stump?” 
 
    I guess not.  Can you assign Cahira? 
 
    “I don’t see why not, if you’ll point out who she is.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    She’s vicious.  I like her. 
 
    The world rocked as my eyes rolled. 
 
    “All right.  Let’s find Cahira and have her poke stumps for you.” 
 
    Not to pry, Boss, but why can’t you do it? 
 
    “I think I have a lot to do.” 
 
    Weather spells? 
 
    “Those, too, yes, but I have some stonework to manage, as well.” 
 
    Oh.  Sucks to be king, doesn’t it? 
 
    “No kidding.  You’d think I’d be better at avoiding it.” 
 
    By now, anyway.  Sure, go ahead.  I kinda like this precision burning stuff.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 21st Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    The local weather isn’t too cooperative, but I think I have it sorted out.  The planet rotates so slowly, there’s almost no Coriolis effect.  It throws me off, but, with a touch of luck, tomorrow in Sarashda they should have a cold front move through, bringing rain and lowering the temperature down to something more Spring-like than tropical summer.  It should be a relatively cool, fresh evening for them. 
 
    If everything went as well as the weather, I wouldn’t have problems. 
 
    First thing this morning—well, second thing.  Leisel sometimes enjoys having me there to wake up to.  But second thing this morning, we got a report about a minor barbarian raid on the iron mine’s camp last night.  It wasn’t an invasion, just a smash-and-grab by three or four men.  They didn’t kill anyone, but not for lack of trying.  They were after steel, pure and simple, and made off with over a hundred pounds of high-quality metal in various forms. 
 
    There’s the trouble with most of our border protection.  It’s fine against an army, but a small group can simply walk in.  Okay, maybe not “simply,” what with the terrain they have to cross, but they can travel light, on foot, and make it into the valley.  Our sentry posts can’t keep an eye on everything. 
 
    I’ll be making the goat trails more difficult later today.  It won’t put a stop to such things, but it should discourage any but the most determined.  And if a few of those should slip and fall, I find myself strangely okay with it. 
 
    Leisel sent riders out to patrol the perimeter of the valley, especially toward the western ridge and the series of falls for the river’s outlet.  I offered to hunt them down magically.  Her response? 
 
    “We have live prey to hunt and you want to deprive your warriors of the sport?” 
 
    Maybe she had a point.  I went out to the camp to see to the wounded.  Most of the damage was from stab wounds or clubs.  A little flesh-welding, a bit of bone glue, a healing spell or two, and orders to take a couple of days off were all it took. 
 
    I received considerable thanks and even more funny looks.  I really ought to enchant something so I can be seen using a magic item instead of casting spells—or claim that, anyway.  Maybe a glove.  It can glow red while I hold it over a wound.  That should work.  I asked for some and went off to my next task. 
 
    Back at the tower, I did the usual maintenance checkup on my solar conversion panels and was surprised at how far they spread.  I shouldn’t have been.  It’s a high-magic environment, after all.  Everywhere else, they replicate slowly.  Here, they have power lying around, as well as their own output. 
 
    Observing their power output, I wondered about those glowing spheres.  Some of the spells in and around the valley don’t run on the solar panel power supply, or not exclusively.  The tower’s spells, for example, take all the energy they can get to make it reconfigure at what I might call a reasonable rate—as fast as the hour hand on a clock, perhaps.  Not something you see moving, but, if you don’t watch it, you’ll come back to see it has moved.  How many of those shining things get sucked into the power intakes and ground up for energy?  It would explain why I haven’t seen any around in a long while.  Are they smart enough to avoid cities and other magic-hungry places as a dangerous environment?  Or is it more like not seeing any bugs due to the bug zapper? 
 
    I also have questions about a glowing ball of energy bonding—I presume—with an unborn baby.  I can’t detect anything unusual with Renata or her child, but this only raises more questions.  Is the glowing thing in there at all?  Was it spiritually digested by Renata?  Or by the baby?  Or is it a possessing entity and I simply can’t tell the difference? 
 
    I don’t like these questions.  Probably because I can’t answer them. 
 
    Fortunately, I had other things to think about.  The solar conversion panels are a good example.  Having them as a dome-like construct, though, seemed less of a good idea.  It’s a valley.  Any panels near ground level will either be in shadow or aligned edge-on to the sun.  Instead, with so many panels already available, I rearranged them.  I picked out five mountain peaks around the valley and started moving everything.  Instead of a dome, I laid them out flat with the peaks as fixed reference points.  They cover the valley like a big, tight-stretched canvas roof.  This put them up high enough to be completely out of anyone’s way, as well as giving them room to spread. 
 
    By then, someone found me a pair of gloves.  They were soft, probably deerskin.  They were well-made, too, if a trifle small for my hands.  I worked them over with a basic glow enchantment while I wore them.  I also had a repair spell work them over, stretching them a bit.  I clapped my hands together and they lit up with a soft glow reminiscent of a chemical light-stick.  The color of blood, of course.  Perfect for “healing gloves.”  No warrior should be without a pair, obviously.  They still didn’t do anything, but they were only an excuse, anyway. 
 
    With my future alibi prepared, I went to see Renata.  She was on watch duty in the village’s guard tower.  I nodded at the quartet of guards at the base and went up one of the four corner posts, the one with the pegs in it, to join her in the box at the top. 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “Morning.  How are you?” 
 
    “Doing fine, sir.” 
 
    “Any morning sickness?” 
 
    “Not so far, sir, if I avoid Brock.” 
 
    “Brock?” 
 
    “New man, sir.  He’s making eyes at me, but I can handle that.  He needs to bathe more often, or he just smells bad.  Nobody else complains, so maybe I imagine it.” 
 
    “Pregnant women often have a keener sense of smell.  Mention it to Leisel.  I will.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Did Leisel talk to you about this whole Sarcana thing?” 
 
    “The vendetta?  No, sir.  I know it’s my fault, but I don’t know what to do about it.” 
 
    “Oh, I might have had something to do with it, too, you know.” 
 
    “If you mean sticking a sword through that bastard Palan and burning him to death, I call it no more than he deserved!” 
 
    “Happy to help.  Do you want to tell me what he did?” 
 
    Renata ran her hand over her abdomen.  She wasn’t far enough along to tell, at least under armor. 
 
    “I never wanted this,” she stated, flatly.  “I didn’t ask for it.  I didn’t ask for him.  All I wanted was a job as a warrior, not a bedwarmer.  But he was charming, at first, and wealthy, and I… I know I’m not too high-ranked as a warrior, never will be, so I needed to keep my position in the household… and now this.” 
 
    “This interferes with your plans, I take it?” 
 
    “You could say that.  Sir.” 
 
    “It’s not helping mine, either, so I sort of understand.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I’m sorry I’m—that is, I’m sorry this is all because of me and Palan and Naskarl.” 
 
    “Can you tell me why Naskarl is so all-fired determined to get you back?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that.  All right.  You worked for House Sarcana for a while.  You know the people.  Yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who is Naskarl?  What’s he like?” 
 
    “He’s a jealous brother who always wants whatever his brother—Palan—had.  Including me, I guess.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  It would explain why he was so upset at the galvanais idea.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I thought his main worry was about the child becoming heir to Sarcana.  I offered to take you as my galvanais and claim the child as my own.  That would chop off any inheritance issues.  Assuming, of course, you would agree to it, purely as a way to get us out of a jam.  He didn’t like the idea at all.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I do, either.  I’ve had enough of being handed around.” 
 
    “I only bring it up because your description of him might explain why he turned it down flat.” 
 
    “It might,” she agreed, restlessly.  “Nironda might have more to do with it.” 
 
    “Oh?  Nironda is—was—Palan’s galvanais, wasn’t she?  She was supposed to be the one providing him with an heir?” 
 
    “That’s her.  Promoted up from concubine when she caught his eye.  They say she always miscarries, though.  Some say she’s barren, some say she arranges it.  She’s never had a child, but I hear a rumor she’s carrying Palan’s.” 
 
    “You don’t sound certain.” 
 
    “Maybe she is,” Renata shrugged.  “Could be she’s decided it’s the only way she’ll stay out of the concubine quarters, so she’s not getting rid of it.  It’ll assure her place as galvanais.” 
 
    “Speaking of which…” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Okay, so, not speaking of it.  Back to Nironda and Naskarl.  How do you think Naskarl feels about Nironda carrying his brother’s child?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised to find out Nironda is carrying Naskarl’s child, not Palan’s.  Naskarl is much more charming, as well as handsome and lecherous.  He’s had every woman on the estate at least once.  And Palan didn’t spend a lot of time with Nironda, especially in the last few weeks before he died.  I would know.” 
 
    “There’s an interesting thought,” I mused.  “If Nironda actually has Naskarl’s child, then Naskarl’s kid will inherit the House, yes?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Renata demurred.  “The inheritance in Sarcana is a little more complicated.  Palan has the cleanest claim to the House, so his firstborn inherits it.  With Palan dead, it goes over to his half-brother, Naskarl.  Thing is, Naskarl is the product of the same father—Vorell—but his mother was of a lower caste.  Palan was actually the younger brother, but he was born of Vorell’s galvanais, all legal and proper.  They have an even younger sister, Malais, who was born of Vorell’s milette.  She’s likely to inherit after Naskarl, but before his heirs.  If she has heirs through the agency of another manzhani or other high-born, likely the line of succession will follow her.” 
 
    “If I were her, I wouldn’t want to sleep in the same house with Naskarl.” 
 
    “Or Nironda,” Renata pointed out.  “Nironda’s a cold-blooded bitch and wouldn’t blink at slipping a knife under someone’s chin.”  Unspoken but clear in her expression was the added, including my own. 
 
    “Do you think Malais would be more open to a deal instead of a vendetta?” 
 
    “The deal would have to include killing Nironda before birthing Palan’s child.” 
 
    “What if it’s Naskarl’s child?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a threat to her.  Word is, the child is Palan’s, and if there’s a child by Palan and his galvanais, there’s nothing Malais can do about it, unless someone can prove it isn’t true.  But I’m a warrior, not a diplomat.  Seems to me a sword through the guts is a compelling argument for either side.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, but sometimes it pays to be a little more subtle.” 
 
    “I defer to your expertise, Mazhani.” 
 
    “Experience, maybe.  I wouldn’t call it expertise.  Anyway, about Malais… while you were there, did she stay at the Sarcana estate?” 
 
    “Yes.  I don’t know if she’s there now.  I wouldn’t think so.” 
 
    “Where would she go?” 
 
    “The House owns properties in the city.” 
 
    “Where would she go to avoid being found by Naskarl and Nironda?” 
 
    “Oh.  Hmm.”  Renata considered the question for some time.  “I really don’t know.  I wasn’t involved in managing the House.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Oh!  You remind me.  Do you recall where the vault or money room is?” 
 
    “In the main estate?” 
 
    “Wherever the largest repository of valuables would be.” 
 
    “The estate had people coming and going on business all the time,” she told me.  “I’d guess the vault under the house was the biggest, but I can’t say for certain.” 
 
    “It’ll do.  Where, exactly, under the house?” 
 
    “Oh, I see!” she declared, grinning.  “Go in through the south gate and head straight to the house.  It’s a water garden, so there will be a couple of patrols, but the sight lines are bad.  The door you reach will be guarded…”  She went on in some detail, describing how to get to the vault and what obstacles would be in the way.  I appreciated the information, but I didn’t presently intend to stage a full-on invasion.  Still, I asked questions—you never know. 
 
    “Thank you.  This may help.” 
 
    “Anytime.” 
 
    “By the way,” I added, nodding toward the eastern quarter, “what’s the deal with the new building?” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “The one with the red door.” 
 
    “Brothel.” 
 
    “There’s enough demand for one?  I thought the mining camps were the big hitters for the industry.” 
 
    “There are still a lot more women than men in the village.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So someone took a chance on our business.”  She grinned.  “I’d say it’s paying off.” 
 
    “It caters to women?” 
 
    “It’s a brothel.  They don’t turn away customers.  Although, yeah, it does have mostly male staff.  A couple of women, for those with the taste.  Most of the men around here don’t have much trouble finding someone.  Leisel says it’s one of the draws for the village.  Miners hear there are lots of women, but they wind up in one of the camps, not here in the village.” 
 
    “She’s a clever girl.” 
 
    “You oughtta know.  Sir,” she added.  I chuckled. 
 
    “Thanks.  I also wanted to talk to you about your freedoms.  Does it still bother you to be constantly under guard?” 
 
    “A little,” she admitted, looking out over the village.  “Maybe more than a little.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s a vendetta thing.  I get it.” 
 
    “I do have a solution,” I offered.  “A potential solution, anyway.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I know a place where no one can find you.  You can live there without anyone having to guard you.  Later, when you’ve had the child and feel you’re back in fighting form, you can come back without anyone worrying about kidnappers.  If we’re right and Naskarl wants you as you are, before you have the child, this should shoot down his plans and put you outside his sphere of thought.” 
 
    “Hmm.  That would solve everything, I guess…” 
 
    “Think about it.”  I glanced over the side of the box, down at the guards below.  “Talk it over with someone.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she sighed.  “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “All right, I think I’m done here.  You have anything for me?” 
 
    “I do have a question.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “When do we get a temple?  Most of us haven’t seen a priest since Sarashda.” 
 
    “I have no idea.  It’s a matter for the priests, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well… yeah, I guess.  Haven’t they asked you to build a temple, yet?” 
 
    “Should they?” 
 
    “I think that’s how it works.” 
 
    I didn’t like the idea, but I couldn’t tell Renata.  The last thing I needed was another complication, especially a religious one. 
 
    “Maybe their messenger spoke to Leisel,” I hedged.  “It hasn’t reached me, yet.  Think I should mark out a spot for a temple, just to get ahead?  Or places for individual chapels?” 
 
    “It’d be nice to know it’s on the way,” Renata agreed. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Leisel,” I hedged, again. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Happy to help,” I lied, and climbed down the pegs. 
 
      
 
    Cahira brought Firebrand to the tower.  I’d seen her before, but she didn’t make any real impression.  Medium height, the usual dark hair and dark eyes, strong hands, and so on.  I’d remember her from now on, though.  Firebrand considered her “vicious.”  I’m not sure that’s a recommendation, exactly, but it is an attention-getter. 
 
    A little later, Leisel brought in one wounded tribesman and a pair of dead ones. 
 
    “But did we get the steel?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.  Second squad found them lurking in a dense thicket and sounded their horns.  They dropped the steel and ran for it, fought when they were pursued.” 
 
    “Why bring back the corpses?” 
 
    Leisel glanced at the guards before she answered. 
 
    “It would be uncivilized to leave them for the wolves.  You can decide what to do with them.” 
 
    “Ah.  Uncivilized.  Right.  I’ll see to it they’re dealt with.” 
 
    “Since we have a wounded one, do you want to interrogate him, too?” 
 
    “Of course.  Good thinking.  He probably needs some treatment.  You escort him.  I’ll carry the bodies.”  I dismissed the guards as I hoisted a corpse over each shoulder.  They saluted with their rotating hand gesture and vacated in a hurry.  Leisel slapped the wounded man awake and tried to talk with him. 
 
    “Keep an eye on him for a minute.  I’ll be right back.”  I carried the bodies upstairs and laid them out in my workroom.  I cast my translation spell again and headed back down.  “Now, you,” I said to the captive.  “What’s your name?” 
 
    “You speak my language!” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Youspeakmylanguage.  I’m going to treat your wounds and make them stop hurting.  Then I’m going to ask you some questions.  If you’re extremely helpful, I’ll allow you to go home.  If you are not helpful…” 
 
    “That’s not my name.” 
 
    “I only asked to be polite, because I don’t care what your name is—” 
 
    His name is Tarak, Firebrand supplied. 
 
    “—but, Tarak, I will have your help or I will have your skin.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    I sighed and crouched next to him.  I gently took the more damaged of his arms and laid one finger on the worst of the cuts. 
 
    “Observe closely, Tarak.  I am a wizard of great power.  Your wound is closing, vanishing almost as though it never was.  I will do the same with other wounds.  But you must answer my questions.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to?” 
 
    I looked him over.  He was typical of the breed—swarthy, hairy, muscled, and somewhat bloody.  Someone chose to leave him with a fur-lined jockstrap, possibly because no one wanted to touch it. 
 
    “If you refuse,” I told him, “I will peel your bones out of your living flesh and use them to make toy rattles for babies, so they can enjoy the screams of agony from your ghost as they play with them.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Look behind me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said, look behind me.” 
 
    He looked behind me.  The three lights on the ground floor of the tower never go out.  They’re spaced around the room, so they throw triple shadows.  Not for me.  Mine stood on the wall behind me, sharp and dark.  It waved at Tarak.  He went white and started to tremble. 
 
    “Do we understand each other?” I asked.  He nodded frantically, almost convulsively. 
 
    “Good.  Come along upstairs.  Leisel?” 
 
    Leisel gulped and shook her head. 
 
    “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather not.  I don’t want to step on your shadow.” 
 
    “It won’t mind.” 
 
    “But I will!” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Speaking of which, would you get a drawbridge ready?” 
 
    “Uh… here?” 
 
    “No, at the fort, out at the bridge.  Get a drawbridge set up and we’ll take a piece of bridge out from under it.” 
 
    “Oh.  All right.  I’ll get a crew on it.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Tarak—heel.” 
 
      
 
    I took him up to the workroom and repaired his wounds, or mostly.  He tried to jump me when I finished putting his guts back together.  No doubt he felt his weakened condition would be offset by the element of surprise.  When it was all over, his wounds were mostly healed—nothing a week of rest wouldn’t cure—with the exception of the broken bones in his feet.  All ten of the foot-bones were neatly snapped.  I didn’t even break the skin. 
 
    “I’m not fixing those,” I told him. 
 
    His reply was, shall we say, less than polite.  I slammed him to the floor, on his back, and sat on his chest.  I put a knee on either bicep, lightly circled his throat with my fingers, and grinned my best fang-displaying grin.  There was a sudden mess to clean up, but I have spells for that. 
 
    “Now, you seem to think I healed you so you could escape.  Maybe you think being kind is a weakness.  What you’ve done is abuse my kindness, which tells me you’re likely to die here rather than be allowed to crawl home.  Still, we’ll take a chance.  Maybe you’re smarter than you look and can be taught.  Here’s the question.  Are you going to cooperate with the predatory thing?  It’s not like you can run.” 
 
    “Anything!  Anything you want!” 
 
    He’s lying, Boss. 
 
    Oh? 
 
    He’s willing to say anything to get out of this mess and he thinks he can lie his way to freedom.  You did offer to let him go home, you know.  He has hope. 
 
    My reply was, shall we say, less than polite. 
 
    “Well, fine.  It looks as though I’ll be killing you and interrogating your corpse.  You’re freshest, so you go first.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You will in two minutes.” 
 
      
 
    I came down as Leisel came up.  She jerked a thumb toward the doorway in the wall. 
 
    “What’s going on with the stairs?” 
 
    “Oh.  I got tired of trapdoors.  With doorways in the inner wall, we need real doors.  The stairs will still circle the tower between an inner and outer wall.  Think of it as a narrow hallway specifically for the stairs.  The tower will continue to grow, though, so it’ll continue to change.” 
 
    “Convenient.  Creepy, but convenient.” 
 
    “I’m glad you approve.” 
 
    “Sort of.  What’s with the monster skull?” 
 
    I ushered her down toward the bedroom, avoiding the workroom. 
 
    “I’m thinking of having it delivered to a warmeet.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Huron.  He did an impressive job of killing the monster.  All I did was flash a mirror at it.  He killed it.  He deserves the recognition.” 
 
    “He’s dead?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.  Those teeth are what killed him.” 
 
    “Then it doesn’t need to go to a warmeet,” she corrected.  “It goes to the Temple.” 
 
    “Uh?” I asked. 
 
    “Clearly, he proved himself a capable warrior.  He wanted to remain one in his next life?” 
 
    “He said so.” 
 
    “Then send it to the Temple in his name.  They’re the ones who need to see it.” 
 
    “I guess so.  Can you arrange it?” 
 
    “Certainly.  What did you get out of the prisoner?” 
 
    “Before I report, I need to ask a question.  How do you feel about me dragging the soul out of someone to interrogate it?  Assuming, of course, I let it go afterward.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she admitted.  “I’m not a priest.  I don’t guess there’s much difference between that and killing someone outright.  Your idea takes a little longer before they move on.  Is this what happened to the thieves?” 
 
    “One of them.” 
 
    “Good.  What did you find out?” she asked. 
 
    “I have some insights into barbarian culture, metalworking, and commerce, but not much else.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about the kustoni,” she admitted.  “Tell me everything.” 
 
    So I broke it down for her.  The barbarians, as they’re called, are more than simple tribesmen.  The local barbarians are simple tribesmen, but they’re the fringe of a much larger set of families and clans.  The corpses I questioned were a bit fuzzy on any math beyond fingers and toes, but I got the impression they thought the clans, as a whole, might number as much as a million people—“a sea of men too wide to see across.”  A million might be wildly off, though.  It’s hard to judge a whole society from one little village in the middle of nowhere.  It’s like kidnapping someone from a backwater village and quizzing them on geopolitics. 
 
    The clans don’t all get along.  They tend to steal from each other, raiding for goods and women.  Where other societies would raise up a war party in response, the clans tend to shrug it off and mount a raid of their own—maybe on the offenders, maybe not.  It’s more than counting coup, since they’re not a wealthy society; they need the things they steal.  It’s also how they get wives from outside their own village.  Apparently, they’re treated as wives, although I’m not sure their women are treated much better than slaves in the first place. 
 
    Occasionally, someone takes the results of a raid personally.  An only son dies, a particularly cherished wife is kidnapped, something like that.  When that happens, the reaction is a bit more than a shrug.  Rather than escalate into all-out conflict between two villages, they have an informal council of the Great Clans.  If you’re willing to head northwest for a couple of weeks, there’s a city of stone where the old people of each clan gather.  You can tell them what happened and they’ll hand down a ruling.  It’s not binding in the sense they make laws, but generations of custom and tradition mean their word is more powerful than law. 
 
    I took a scrying flyover of their city of stone.  Imagine big, flat, standing stones.  Now stack them like a house of cards—no more than two levels, but the idea is the same.  They have some masonry as adjuncts, but most of the major construction is made of big slabs of stone.  It’s also laid out horribly, with no sense of pattern or purpose.  It’s almost a labyrinth, parked in and around a series of barren hills.  A work crew with a team of oxen hauled another stone along a dirt and gravel road, using log rollers.  The city was large and, from the looks of some of the quarried rocks, old enough to be prehistoric.  I saw a number of heavy poles and a lot of rope, but I wasn’t sure how they lifted blocks to a second level.  I also wondered if they had any way to dispose of sewage.  The dirt streets had no gutters, there was a surprising amount of livestock, and I’m not sure how they got enough water.  I didn’t bother checking right then, either. 
 
    Why do they have oxen and cattle and the Empire doesn’t?  Does it have to do with the Kasnakani Range?  Or does the Empire find cattle “unclean” in some way?  Or what? 
 
    As for our local village of barbarians, it mined a little iron, raised some crops and animals, and was mostly a subsistence economy.  Iron was their main trading good, but they regard iron as cheap.  Bronze is a better metal in most respects.  They don’t know how to make steel, so they like steel better than they like gold.  You’ll find a cheap knife or arrowhead made of iron.  An actual weapon, something used by a man who makes his living as a fighter, will be bronze.  So will his greaves or bracers, maybe even his helmet.  But steel?  Only the wealthiest have a steel weapon, probably stolen or salvaged from a warrior of the Empire. 
 
    The metalwork looked out of place, at least to me.  The whole setup struck me as reminiscent of a Neolithic civilization exposed to something more Middle Ages.  The society was still on the caveman level, but some of the technology was artificially advanced simply because they stole it. 
 
    They would cheerfully steal more, but it’s a long, dangerous trip through the mountains.  Once they have their loot and run for it, it’s even more dangerous on the way back—warriors of the Empire tend to chase them, riding horses.  No sense of fair play, that’s the trouble.  Our valley is much closer.  They didn’t think it would be too hard to get in, swipe some steel, and get out again.  The trouble came, as usual, from those fast horses!  That, and maybe they got a little greedy, trying to carry too much metal in one trip.  They had a hard time going up the steep slope to the barren ridge, so they gave up on it and started working their way toward the river outlet.  When they heard the horses, they hid in a nearby thicket, where the patrol found them. 
 
    Leisel listened intently, asking questions here and there.  Finally, she nodded. 
 
    “I know the rest.  I presume I need to dispose of bodies?” 
 
    “If you would be so kind.  It’s daytime, so there are bloodstains, too.”  She waved that aside as only to be expected. 
 
    “What have you got planned for the rest of the day?” 
 
    “I was thinking lunch, then a trip out to the western rise.  It’s not really a barrier.  I’d like to fix it so the easy way in is to follow the river up over the falls.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly an easy way.” 
 
    “I know, but we can watch it easily.” 
 
    “You do know there are other ways into the valley, right?” 
 
    “Yep.  I plan to make them more inhospitable.  How’s the drawbridge coming?” 
 
    “It’s being built.  You didn’t say how big to make it, though.” 
 
    “As wide as the road and however long you want it to be.  I’ll adjust the bridge to fit.” 
 
    Leisel shook her head. 
 
    “You amaze me.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder what the world would be like if everyone was like you.” 
 
    “Trust me, it wouldn’t be a good thing.  Lunch?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    We ate at the tables, as usual.  Even with the input from the solar panels, the keep was still growing the added rooms, so we didn’t have an indoor messhall yet, but I live in hope.  Technically, I live in a state of anxiety and anticipation, but there’s some hope mixed in with it.  I ate well, but I also kept an eye on the pile of food—I know I can eat like a platoon, but other people need to eat, too, and they need it more than I do. 
 
    Afterward, Bronze carried me off to the western rise.  She even climbed it, right up to the ridge of rock crowning it.  She was showing off.  No mortal horse could do it.  She carved her way up the slope—I sometimes think she sharpens the edge of her hooves—and stood at the top, puffing small clouds of flame and looking out over the trees. 
 
    I had to admit, it was a nice view.  The forest beyond was nearly a jungle and marched right up to the foot of the ridge like a green ocean hitting beach.  The sun was bright, the clouds sparse and fluffy, and the trilling of strange birds made everything seem peaceful.  Too bad I knew the forest contained barbarian tribes ready to kill and eat us—hopefully in that order. 
 
    I really need to work on just enjoying the moment. 
 
    The next couple of hours went by fairly quickly.  I did some design work, deciding on the shape of the wall, how high it would need to be, and what sort of alterations to make to the rocky prominences on either side.  I settled on a nearly-vertical face of stone, leaning outward slightly.  Nothing too fancy or complicated.  It would grow down through the rise to solidify its base, and sideways, to make scaling the rocks to either side less appealing.  Given a week, it would take climbing equipment to get over it.  Given a month, only birds would willingly cross it.  I energized my spells, set the termination conditions, and left it to simmer. 
 
    Bronze and I went back down and I learned it’s harder to stay in the saddle going down a steep slope than it is to stay in it going up.  It doesn’t help that Bronze is so huge my stirrups are somewhat more sideways than is usual for a horseman. 
 
    Saddle horns are useful, but not always user-friendly.  Let’s leave it at that. 
 
    At the base of the slope, I sat there with Bronze and regarded the rise.  Something about it didn’t sit right with me.  What was it? 
 
    It took a little while, but I finally figured it out.  One of Murphy’s Laws of Combat:  If you make it too hard for the enemy to get in, you make it too hard for you to get out.  What if this rise became impassable?  The only two ways for people to get in and out on foot would be the bridge and the river falls.  What happens if the wildfires and tornadoes and stampedes of demon-bears come crashing into the valley?  Sure, I can get out, but what about the thousand or so people living here? 
 
    A tunnel would help.  In fact, a tunnel might be ideal.  If I put a tunnel right here, through the “impassable” barrier, it’s an obvious point of entry.  Barbarian hordes can roll up and assault it.  They might not even try infiltrating through the river falls.  No, I’m kidding myself.  They will.  But it might change the tactic from trying to infiltrate a real force to trying to infiltrate a crew of saboteurs to allow entry through the tunnel.  We can fortify the tunnel at this or both ends and let them think we don’t know about the falls—and watch the falls carefully. 
 
    It would take a while, but it was probably worth it.  I set up an earth-moving spell and a quarrying spell.  Someday soon, there would be a hole through this ridge, stacked chock-full of cut stone for construction.  Handy for building a fortification at the mouth of the tunnel.  I call it a win-win. 
 
    We went around the valley, then, seeing where a man might get in or out without climbing gear.  In each place, I started the process to make it more difficult.  Some places just needed a bit of smoothing out to make them impassable.  Others needed more material work—a slope reversed into an overhang, or a slope steepened enough to be uninviting, or a ledge eroded away. 
 
    None of it would make the valley perimeter into a castle wall, but it would limit entrance and exits to someone prepared to go mountain climbing—a very different thing than marching a company of soldiers.  And anyone prepared to scale sheer cliff faces would make short work of a castle wall, anyway.  Keeping out an army is actually much simpler than keeping out one man.  I ought to know.  I’ve done my share of one-man invasions where an army couldn’t have gone. 
 
    We didn’t finish, of course.  There was far too much valley and not enough daylight.  When the sun got low, we went back to the tower and I grumbled about a lack of sanitation again.  The new cistern is in progress.  The underground water feed from the river is in progress.  Everything is in progress.  I won’t have a working kitchen, bathroom, running water, spare dungeons, or anything.  At least, not really.  Not until they grow enough.  It’s annoying.  I can look at my spell’s design module and see where it doesn’t match the existing structure.  I can almost see the things growing.  I simply have to be patient. 
 
    I sweated and stank and was patient. 
 
      
 
    After my cleanup routine, I wanted to go out again for the evening, but there were other things, more power-intensive things that needed doing.  The western ridge-wall wasn’t the highest priority.  Building defenses is good, but when you have a known enemy, keeping tabs on them—and occasionally putting a knife in their ear—is also important. 
 
    So I adjusted my weather spells again, making sure everything was on track for tomorrow.  I did some more scouting in my mirror, checking the various approaches to the valley and planning a bit on how to make them less approachable. 
 
    Then I got down to serious business. 
 
    The glowing gloves of nothing made me seriously think about more enchanted objects to reduce my more obvious magical activities.  Scouting the valley for access points made me miss my sand table.  Mirror communications reminded me I need more of them.  And the design on a wizard’s wand made me seriously consider making my own.  Not my toolkit of specialized wands, which were still, or would someday be, in Apocalyptica, but a personal one. 
 
    One of the nicer things about having extra-universal lairs is the way they tend to sit quietly and wait.  I popped over to zombie world and scavenged a whole lot of mirrors, for example.  I also drew on a lot of the accumulated charge in that lair’s power crystals to pay for the trip.  I also did a quick run through my pet pyramid, checking it over and switching out charged crystals for depleted ones—the charged crystals would come back with me! 
 
    While there, I had a thought.  The pyramid was, in addition to being an emergency lair, a magical power production unit.  What if it used any excess power to make another version of itself?  It could grow another pyramid—a small one, budding off of a corner, for example—and feed it vital energy, making it grow into a duplicate.  It ought to work rather well, actually, since the pyramid was growing and changing using vital force.  The tower or keep in Tauta was changing due to architectural spells, rather like a balloon in a box.  As we add more air to the balloon, it takes on the shape of the box.  The pyramid, on the other hand, was constructed—if that’s not the wrong term—in a more organic fashion.  It could evolve and adapt to circumstances, if necessary. 
 
    I liked my idea for a backup lair or two, in case I was wrong about the asteroid’s impact point in this particular world.  Or, more likely, serve as backups in case something decided to blast this one to smithereens. 
 
    Come to think of it, if something did show up looking for me, would it be a good idea to have some distractions and diversions?  Maybe a couple of small tunnels behind concealed doors?  A pair of hidden emergency bunkers, like storm shelters, perhaps?  Something shows up, hammers on the pyramid until it cracks, goes rummaging through the rubble, finds the now-collapsed tunnels, hunts down the emergency shelters, and sees the smoking remains of what might have been gates… 
 
    What does it do then?  Keep looking around?  Or does it swear in some celestial (or infernal) language and go back to looking through the universes for me?  I don’t know, but the diversion couldn’t hurt.  I told the pyramid what I wanted and it obligingly started growing a pair of pseudopod-like tunnels. 
 
    Making another pyramid or two—these without the distraction shelters—would also involve a replication subroutine in the solar conversion panels, but since they already had one, it would be more of a tweak than a whole new piece of programming.  The energy conversion for vital force would have to self-replicate, too.  And the pyramid—or pyramids—would have to absorb copper and other metals from the soil, possibly even send out feelers to seek out the minerals needed for a replication, but I’m familiar with how the mountain does it… 
 
    If and when the pyramid replicates, where do I want them?  I need to nail that down now.  If a thousand years go by while I’m not looking, it’s a thousand years they could have been slowly swimming to their destinations.  For now, how about they just move as far away from each other as possible?  That should maximize the chances of survival in the event of asteroid impact or celestial Armageddon.  With them spread out, someone would have to search—or destroy—the whole world to get them all. 
 
    Would it be worthwhile to build a Firmament spell somewhere out in the void?  Make a pocket of stability out in the formless chaos and keep adding material to it until it was big enough to be a place to hide?  Big enough to not be casually eaten, too?  It would need a reactor to power the Firmament spell, plus some life-support equipment for safety, but, if it’s out in the void, a reactor accident doesn’t risk a whole world.  Not a big one, anyway. 
 
    That’s for later.  Much later.  For now, pyramids! 
 
    I spent a couple of minutes starting the self-replication process with my pet pyramid.  No matter what, it’ll take a long time to achieve results.  At least in the Cretaceous world, I can let it run for years—two, or two million—and evaluate it later.  I considered enchanting a room in the pyramid to act as a shift-booth, but I didn’t have time.  The sun was about to come up there and I didn’t want to get caught. 
 
    Back in Tauta with my loot, I went down to the dungeon to tap the local resources.  I wasn’t surprised to find a guard on duty, but I was surprised to find a new prisoner, still in the stocks.  The stocks hold the hands and feet of the prisoner while he or she sits in a niche in the wall.  The niche closes up around them, leaving hands, feet, and face exposed, along with an access point directly beneath the prisoner, for obvious reasons.  It takes a while, hence the stocks.  I frowned inwardly, noting it also drew a fair amount of power. 
 
    “What’s he in for?” I asked the guard. 
 
    “Murder,” she replied.  “He’s a miner.  Killed another miner over a woman, or so I’m told.” 
 
    “Who put him here?” 
 
    “Your vidat.  Cormar brought him in from the ironworks.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied, as though I knew who Cormar was.  “Has he been any trouble?” 
 
    “Not since I gagged him.” 
 
    “I expect they’ll all be asleep in a bit.  Anything you need down here?” 
 
    “It could be warmer.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it.  Anything else?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    I examined the dispirited prisoners and tied invisible lines of power to them.  I would draw on their energies constantly through the night, restoring my own.  It was a bit like having a trickle of water fill a bucket.  The trickle wouldn’t put out a fire, but a bucket of water would.  Then the constant trickle would eventually fill up the bucket.  It’s not as harsh as working on a chain gang, perhaps, but being a prisoner in my dungeon is infinitely more boring. 
 
    Tonight, I’m enchanting a bunch of objects.  Mirrors, big and small.  A sand table—a full-sized one, although, perhaps, not a full-powered one just yet.  A wand?  Sure, let’s try it.  All the miscellaneous magic I’ve probably been needing to get to and haven’t, I’m on it.  Charged crystals, constant power source, and a clear idea of what I want?  Yes. 
 
    I rolled up my metaphorical sleeves and prepared to go full-on “Behold the Wizard.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 22nd Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    Morning came all too quickly, but at least I got to watch it on a basic sand table.  I observed Sarashda as the cold front moved in, bringing with it some mildly windy conditions and the first smattering of rainfall.  Worked like a charm.  There’s a lot of functionality yet to be incorporated into my current table, to say nothing of some physical upgrades, but it will do.  I don’t like it being made of wood, for one thing, and I don’t like having monochrome dust.  A stone slab for the sandbox and multicolored dust would suit me much better, but for now… 
 
    Leisel knocked before entering my workroom.  She knuckled one eye, still yawning, while looking at the containment diagram. 
 
    “No fresh bodies?” 
 
    “Not tonight.  I was busy with other things.” 
 
    She looked around the room more carefully.  She gently touched a pile of small mirrors, another pile of mid-sized ones, another large one, the sand table, the gloves of glowing, and a variety of other things. 
 
    “You made all these?” 
 
    “I enchanted them, yes.  I realized there were a lot of things needing doing, so I did them.” 
 
    “You missed one.” 
 
    “I did?  Oh.  Right.  I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “Later.  Are you sure you’re not a demon?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I don’t think anything human could do all this in one night.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m not a demon.” 
 
    “A demon would say that.” 
 
    “Okay, fair point.  How about you judge me on my actions and make up your own mind?” 
 
    “Now I know you’re not a demon.  A demon would try to trick me to control me.” 
 
    “Also a fair point.  Maybe I’m being subtle.” 
 
    “If you were a demon, you wouldn’t keep raising doubts when I’ve decided you aren’t one.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m really subtle?” 
 
    She gave a significant look.  It’s almost as though she doubts I can be subtle. 
 
    “So, why all the mirrors?” 
 
    “It pains me to say we can forget about lighting the beacons to call for aid, since the mirrors can be used to talk across great distances.  Assign a couple to the sentries on the western ridge, give one to the guard in charge of security at each mining camp, make sure the sentries watching the river route have one, post a couple at the bridge fort, and they can all talk to the keep, here.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how expensive these things are?” 
 
    “Yes.  They took half the night to make because there were so many of them.  I saved a bundle on the enchantment by tying them together with another large mirror down in the communications room.  I figure we needed another large one so we can talk to our own people without interfering with external calls.” 
 
    “That’s not—nevermind.  Speaking of the watchpost.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’ve had some of the tailings from the mines delivered to help pave the place, but can we take some of the stones from a magic quarry out there?  I’d like to fortify it more.  It looks like it’s growing a tower on each side of the gateway and I’d like them to be taller.  I also want the wall thicker so I can put more people on top of it and make the space behind the gate more of a tunnel.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I agreed, making a mental note to update the spell’s architectural plans.  “We can stack smaller rocks from the mines around here.  We’ve pretty much finished with the cut blocks for now.” 
 
    “Thank you.  What’s with the table?” 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    I showed her the sand table.  I’m really quite proud of it, even if this one isn’t up to full speed.  I looked at the valley, turning and adjusting it until it all fit on the table.  I moved our viewpoint around the valley, showed her the western rise and explained what was happening to it, and flicked our view back to Sarashda. 
 
    “Here’s House Sarcana, or their primary estate.  Now, we’re looking at it from above their scrying shield, so we can see everything as if we were flying over it.  We can’t put the point of view inside, but we can look in.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “If I activate a special function, we can see the aura of their scrying shield.  Note how it appears to be a perfect hemisphere.” 
 
    “I see it.” 
 
    “Now, here’s the really magical bit.  If I draw a line through the hemisphere, like so, it’s called a diameter.  If I do it again in other places, all the lines intersect about here, right?” 
 
    “Yes.  I presume something is there?” 
 
    “It’s the center of the effect.  I believe this is where their nine-faceted crystal is, generating and maintaining the anti-scrying shield.” 
 
    “It’s not in the center of the house,” she observed.  “It’s a room near the back.” 
 
    “Correct.  The house is off-center, mostly because these gardens at the back take up so much space.” 
 
    “So, the thing doing the shield is in that room?” 
 
    “Yes.  I’m hoping I can get a line on it through a window, or get a better idea of what room it’s in.” 
 
    “You can’t see anything through the windows.  They’re shuttered against the rain and wind.” 
 
    I grinned at her. 
 
    “Maybe later.  In the meantime, what else do you have for me?” 
 
    “It’s too late for that, so how about breakfast?  Hungry?” 
 
    “Famished.” 
 
    “Let’s go fight some people before we eat.  And bring your gloves,” she added. 
 
      
 
    I was initially puzzled, but I figured it out quickly.  The morning warmeet was a special event.  Instead of drilling everyone, Leisel decided to hold a grand melee.  Half the guards from the coal and iron camps were arrayed against the village guard contingent.  With wooden weapons all around, it promised to be a straight-up fight, and, boy oh boy, it was. 
 
    The Knights of Shadow were—are?  Will be?—superior in every respect.  Nevertheless, there’s something to be said for brutal enthusiasm.  I noticed a distinct difference in skill, as well.  The women warriors were easily the more dangerous.  And, since they were defending the village, the village guards successfully fought the invaders off. 
 
    Which was the point of the drill.  They were practicing house-to-house fighting.  Given the enthusiasm of Renata, she was all for the idea of not being kidnapped again.  I wonder if she encouraged the idea or if Leisel came up with it on her own? 
 
    I stayed out of the fight, choosing to ride around the edges and observe, instead.  There wasn’t a lot of command and control involved, but the locals usually relied on getting there firstest with the mostest to achieve a strategic victory.  A straight-up battle was rare.  Even then, they were content with simply pointing two forces at each other and waiting until someone gave up. 
 
    Banners, drums, and horns are still their preferred signaling devices, but they simply don’t use them all that much.  We do need to work on that. 
 
    After the battle, I helped with the wounded.  Even with wooden weapons, there are always wounded.  Sprains, strains, and breaks, mostly.  Nobody was missing limbs, obviously, but some of them weren’t working properly.  I pulled on my glowing gloves of deception and promptly tacked a lot of bones back together. 
 
    By then, the breakfast cooks had it ready for us.  We moved ourselves—carrying any wounded who didn’t need to be walking—to the mess tables.  There was a lot of food on hand this morning as the breakfast crew knew in advance about the exercise.  I didn’t feel bad at all about eating three times what anyone else did. 
 
    What did bother me was a comment from the crew, talking to Leisel and expressing concern about the stores. 
 
    “We were expecting the traveling merchants to bring in more supplies, but we haven’t seen any for a couple of days.  Can we send for a caravan, perhaps?” 
 
    “I’ll look into making a large order,” Leisel assured the head cook.  “Draw up a list.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!”  He hurried away to do it right then, which told me something about the state of our supplies. 
 
    “Leisel?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “How much food do we have?  How many days, I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t know.  It’ll be some time before a crop comes in.  Until then, we need regular shipments.  We can slaughter the animals we have and hunt some more if we have to.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Find out, please.  I need to look at the road and see if someone’s interfering with our merchants.” 
 
    “Naskarl!” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    She abandoned the remains of her breakfast and hurried after the cook. 
 
      
 
    I found the problem, but it took me longer than I like to admit. 
 
    As one heads out of the valley, along the road, one comes to the fortification at our end of the bridge.  Cross the bridge and you’re officially outside our territory.  The road then runs through mountainous forest for quite a way—I didn’t dig tunnels through the mountains to make it a straight line.  I didn’t have the time and energy for it.  Once out of the mountains, or almost, the terrain becomes more cooperative.  The hills have more wide and level places to either side.  There are good campsites along this stretch between the mountains and Spogeyzer.  I’d like to claim credit for the foresight of providing campsites for caravans and other merchants, but it just worked out that way. 
 
    I sent a scrying sensor flying along the road to check for anything unusual.  I didn’t find anything too strange, but I did see a trio of wagons headed away from us, all loaded with supplies.  Since I was already suspicious, this made me even more so.  I went back and forth along the road, scanning intently the road and both sides.  I still didn’t find anything. 
 
    Frustrated, I raised my point of view and looked at the big picture, hoping to see something indicative of why the wagons turned back.  This succeeded admirably.  Looking down, I clearly saw the log roadblock in the middle of an armed camp. 
 
    Puzzled, I lowered my scrying sensor, getting a better look.  At about treetop level, the camp winked out, leaving only the road and the forest. 
 
    I explored the perimeter of the effect, observing how the camp vanished and reappeared, mapping the area of the spell.  It was a spell, and a good one, too.  It couldn’t block the ability to see, but it could interfere with the image of a scrying spell, replacing the current situation with an illusion recorded earlier.  I’ve used a similar thing, myself.  If the sensor is inside the area, it shows what the spell is programmed to send.  If it’s outside, looking in, it isn’t affected.  They were set up at a curve, so if someone was walking a scrying sensor down the road, it would enter the cloaked area before it saw anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    Hovering up high, I used a telescopic zoom to look more closely.  The camp was no more than a dozen tents, but it was laid out well and had sentries posted even during the day.  The banners—long, silky pennons, really—fluttered in the breeze, but they were only half-familiar to me from previous dinners.  One glowed with a magical aura, probably the enchanted object maintaining the camp’s cloaking spell.  They had fifty men parked on the road, blockading us.  I didn’t recognize the man in the plate armor, but he was clearly the leader of the task force.  They were set up to use the log roadblock in either direction, to defend their position from anyone marching along the road. 
 
    I gave serious consideration to approaching through the trees and burning a new clearing, but it was my temper talking.  I dismissed the idea and gave the problem further thought.  Clearly, this was another move by House Sarcana.  By blockading the only real access to the valley, they could deprive us of vital supplies—mostly food—and force a surrender.  In chess, it was the equivalent of a Fool’s Mate, provided it worked. 
 
    On the other hand, I was playing with squares not on their board. 
 
    Two things leaped immediately to mind.  One would have to wait until nightfall, because I’m against being mobbed, skewered, and chopped into small pieces.  Safety is job one.  The other I could tackle more immediately, but I wanted to wait until my weather system plans were done. 
 
    Leisel reported to me in my workroom and I showed her the sand table, explaining what she was seeing.  He expression was grim. 
 
    “I’ve sent scouts,” she told me, “but they haven’t come back.” 
 
    I clicked air-refraction effects into place, making the scrying sensor look through a telescope again. 
 
    “I don’t see them in the camp,” I offered.  “Could they be sneaking around in the forest?” 
 
    “They’re mounted, so I doubt it.” 
 
    “Send a line of riders out, keeping line-of-sight on each other.  See if we can find out what happened.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it.  What do we do about the blockade?” 
 
    “I like it.” 
 
    “Like it?” 
 
    “Mostly.  What I want to do is go out there and set half the mountain on fire while the Sarcana troops scream in the flames, roast in their armor, and eventually sizzle in the embers.” 
 
    “That’s ‘mostly’ liking it?” she asked, hesitantly. 
 
    “I’m not doing it,” I pointed out.  “I can be rational.  Ish.  See, having a blockade implies they’re prepared to play a waiting game.  We’re besieged, but gently.  When we don’t have anything to eat, we’ll surrender.  That’s what they expect, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “So I won’t burn them all to ashes as part of a childish urge to crush them under the iron heel for daring to try and challenge my power.  Instead, we’ll get food from elsewhere and continue to raise crops, mine ore, clear land, and build houses while they do nothing to stop us.  Their move is to sit and wait, which hands us the initiative.” 
 
    “Have I mentioned you frighten me?” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “You’re still here, which means you’re also brave.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “If you don’t feel fear, you can’t have courage.  Courage overcomes fear.  It can’t exist without it.” 
 
    “Can we get off the philosophy and back to how we’re going to feed people?” she asked.  She was pleased at the compliment, though. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    Leisel sighed. 
 
    “I don’t understand.  I want to understand—” she broke off, holding up a hand to keep me from answering.  “The thing is, I’m not sure I’m comfortable with what understanding entails.  You’re going to do something weird, aren’t you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem weird to me.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t.  All right.  Aside from the line of scouts, what do you need me to do?” 
 
    “I’ll probably need a building.” 
 
      
 
    People dug holes, put up tree-trunk poles, and did some good, old-fashioned barn-raising for me.  They really jumped on it, too.  There was no standing around, no waiting for orders.  People actively sought out something to do, as though they were afraid to look like shirkers in front of the boss. 
 
    I’m not sure if that’s Leisel or me, but either way, it works. 
 
    While they threw up a building, I did some work on my sand table, adding a bit of functionality to it.  Given time, it would be as good as the old one, but it would take quite a lot of time.  I sorted it out enough to do what I wanted for the day. 
 
    In the afternoon, the rain finished in Sarashda.  The sun came out to dry things in the cooler, post-rain weather.  It was a nice afternoon, fresh and clean and somewhat cool.  People went out a lot, enjoyed the sunshine, and threw open windows and shutters. 
 
    I peeped like Tom and got a pretty good look inside the main house of the Sarcana estate.  It was a large, open structure with wide halls and interconnected rooms.  The rooms were organized into clusters, but within the clusters it was a fairly open floor plan.  A bedroom might have several satellite rooms for closets, breakfast rooms, bathing rooms, and servant chambers, for example.  One living area had a lounging room, a pool room, a dining room, and some other attachments I couldn’t readily identify.  I managed a fairly complete map of the main house without much trouble. 
 
    The sections not visible through a window, a bird’s-eye view, and a telescope were more difficult to map, but the rest of the house was so easy, inferring things by their absence wasn’t too hard.  The main anti-scrying device was in the southeastern corner of the house—the center of the grounds, rather than the center of the house—and the room had no windows.  I saw how to get into it, though, from another room.  Likewise, the main vault wasn’t on any of the aboveground floors, but neither were any stairs down… unless they were in a hard-to-see area along the southwestern wall. 
 
    Putting a spectrum-shifter and reflector on one side of the house reflected sunlight toward the building—as x-rays.  A similar shifter on the other side turned it back into visible light.  By moving them in tandem—basically, by keeping the target area in the center of the see-saw between the two spells—I built a dim, three-dimensional shadow-picture of both absent areas. 
 
    Yep.  A large, cut-crystal shape topped a pedestal in one, a heavy door and downward stairs were in the other. 
 
    Taking an x-ray picture of the bottom of the stairs was trickier.  The ground absorbs x-rays something fierce and the scryguard was a sphere.  It also prevented most other spells from entering easily, or would at least sound an alarm, so moving my x-ray technique closer was out of the question.  Still, by phasing the receptor spells down through the ground and using a focusing array on the x-ray converter spell above, I could increase the intensity of the x-ray beam at the expense of narrowing it… If I moved it in a grid pattern, taking individual snapshots, I could assemble them into a pixelated top-down view.  And, since ground-penetrating radar is a thing, how about I use that instead of x-rays?  How about I try a variety of wavelengths and see what works best? 
 
    I tried it out.  It was awkward, cumbersome, and time-consuming, but it worked.  I couldn’t make out details, but there was definitely a thick-walled room under there. 
 
    Now all I needed was a crossbow. 
 
      
 
    The crossbow is not a Tautan invention.  They’ve never heard of it.  Well, I guess it’s not too surprising.  Hunters use slings or shortbows.  Horse archers use shortbows in harassing attacks.  Their style of “war” doesn’t encompass the idea of pursuing a defeated enemy to destruction.  They don’t have whole units of archers to rain arrows down.  They don’t have wars of attrition, so they don’t put a premium on killing the other guy.  War is a chess match, with occasional battles where there is no clear advantage—or where someone is either stubborn, holding out for reinforcements, or really pissed off.  Regardless, their battles are settled by two mobs charging at each other with swords and spears, not a hail of arrows. 
 
    I’m thinking this will change. 
 
    In the meantime, I have other, more poetic options.  First things first, however. 
 
    Since my magical gates seem to only attract attention when they terminate inside a chaos beast—or in the infinite void of chaos outside the universes—travel to the Earth timelines isn’t necessarily dangerous in celestial terms.  I don’t want to do anything truly attention-grabbing, naturally, but simply hanging around and being mundane ought to be off the celestial radar. 
 
    What I would like to do is steal all the gold from the vault of House Sarcana and use it to pay for things.  It seems—I don’t know—fitting, somehow?  Sadly, my schedule doesn’t allow for it.  I’ll use my own stolen gold and steal theirs later.  Not quite the same, but it’ll do. 
 
    I sent for Renata and had a talk with her.  She’s up on the current situation—meaning the roadblock—so explaining why I wanted her out of the reach of any kidnappers wasn’t hard.  She was somewhat more receptive, this time, to the idea of an extended reassignment elsewhere.  It’s one thing to be kidnapped when your kidnappers have a three-day ride back to someplace.  It’s quite another when a kidnapper only needs to go a little way down the road to have you thoroughly in the clutches of a sizable fighting force.  Renata isn’t a coward, but she recognizes danger when she sees it. 
 
    “Don’t think I plan for you to simply go away and waste your time waiting,” I cautioned.  “I have work for you to do.” 
 
    “Oh?” she asked, brightening.  “Real work?” 
 
    “I’d say so.  More in the nature of responsibilities than of fighting, though.  Some messenger work, some deliveries, possibly supervising payments.  I’ll also want you to test some weapons when they’re delivered.” 
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
    “Good.  This may take a while, so you may wind up with a baby rather than a belly by the time you get back.” 
 
    “I understand, sir,” she answered, lips pressing into a thin line. 
 
    “You seem upset.” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I corrected.  “Don’t think I’m dumping you somewhere.  Someone has to do this.  It can’t be me; I have too much to do here.  I could send Leisel, but I need her as my vidat to keep things running.  Who would you choose to send as my agent?” 
 
    Renata’s mouth worked for a moment as she chewed her words before speaking. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I was upset.  I am upset.  Since I won’t be much use as a fighter for much longer, I’d choose me.  It’s the right choice.”  She smiled grimly, but it still made her face even more beautiful.  “I don’t have to like it, but I do have to do it.” 
 
    “I’m glad we got that sorted out,” I agreed, and turned.  She caught my sleeve. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Before you go, I’d like to clarify something.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I’m upset at me, not you.  Me and Palan and Naskarl and this baby.  At this situation.  I don’t want—I didn’t want to—I’m upset at being trapped into…” 
 
    “Stop talking.  I understand.  I may not be able to fully empathize with your situation, but I do understand the feeling of frustration in being trapped into a sequence of events made inevitable through no fault of your own.” 
 
    “Exactly! –sir.” 
 
    “So we’re going to put you on lighter duty, get you out of harm’s way, simplify my job of telling Sarcana to go screw themselves, and get through this as quickly and painlessly as possible.  The only way out is through, so let’s get through it and get it over with.  Are you with me?” 
 
    “With you, sir!” 
 
    “Which brings me to another question.  Don’t answer it, but think about it.  What do you want to do with the kid?  I’m willing to make you my galvanais if it will get Sarcana off your back and mine.  I’m not encouraging you to because I have no opinion either way.  I have no interest in an heir, for reasons which will become clear to you in time, and this kid will do as well as any.  It’s an option for you to consider and for you to decide on.  I’ll back you, whatever you decide you want to do.” 
 
    “Sir?” she asked, preparatory to a question. 
 
    “No, don’t ask me anything.  Assume I mean exactly what I say.  And think about what you want.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she agreed.  She seemed puzzled. 
 
    “Good.  Go.” 
 
    With her sorted out, I went out, took some measurements, and sent someone to have Leisel meet me in my workroom. 
 
    “What are we doing?” Leisel asked, once we were together. 
 
    “I’m going to get some temporary rations,” I replied, still working.  “After that, I hope to negotiate a more regular food supply until we can get the farms producing.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “That’s complicated,” I admitted, “but I’ll have to be away for a bit.  This mirror,” I handed it to her, “should still be able to reach me if something unexpected happens.” 
 
    “But not the others?” 
 
    “This one has a micro-gate built into the frame and it’s tuned to aim for the one in—you know what?” I diverted, changing my mind.  “It’s advanced wizardry.  We’ll get to the—” I wanted to say “nuts and bolts,” but the Tassarian language doesn’t have words for those types of fasteners.  “—details of how it works some other year.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m in kind of a rush.  Just… look, remember the holes I opened into rooms that weren’t there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I plan to go through one, but into a room where there is a lot of food to be had.  I’ll negotiate for it to be delivered later and fetch it back.”  I didn’t bother to tell her I’d be using my Ring of Spying to lock on to a micro-gate in the tower to maintain a stable connection.  It’s too many details that confuse people, I think. 
 
    “Ah.  Right.  Where is this hole you plan to open?” 
 
    “I’ll put it down on the ground floor, probably.” 
 
    “And how long will this take?” 
 
    “If all goes well?  A couple of days, maybe—but I’ll be back in a couple of hours, maybe a little after sunset.  I’ll make another trip to collect the supplies.  Why?  How long do we have?” 
 
    “I can keep our situation a secret for another week, maybe.  We’ll start having noticeable food shortages in four days or so.  I don’t know how long after that people will start trying to leave.” 
 
    “I’m guessing they won’t have any problems leaving.  Naskarl wants us to lose population and wither away.  If he lets the first ones leave, then the rest will be more willing to try.” 
 
    “Or he might kill them all, on the assumption they’re spies sent outside his blockade.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.  There’s nothing stopping us from sending someone out on foot, away from the road, and circumventing the roadblock.” 
 
    “Without a formal surrender,” she pointed out, “he has to assume we’re still resisting.” 
 
    “Fair point.  Let’s see if we can keep it from coming to that.  Try to keep things going for the afternoon.” 
 
    “I think I can manage without you.” 
 
      
 
    I suppose I could have searched for a warehouse full of MREs and tried to steal them all, but a large gate is hard to keep open for long.  One big stack of boxes wasn’t going to help much.  It was much more practical to get several tons on a truck and simply drive it all back.  Of course, that meant I had to select for a world with trucks, MREs, and enough technology to make same-day delivery likely.  It would also help if they valued gold and were willing to trade it for cash without too much fuss. 
 
    Some of these I can search for.  Others, I have to reconnoiter on the ground.  I explored four worlds before I found an Earth with everything I wanted.  So, trade gold for money, find a place as a delivery drop, order a huge pile of food, and vanish until it was delivered. 
 
    The delivery drop was a house in southern Texas, near the Gulf coast.  It was a wooden, one-storey little thing and sat on a dusty piece of ground along with a dilapidated barn of grey wood and corrugated tin.  I didn’t actually own it, yet, but I laid down money and signed some papers.  Further paperwork would follow, no doubt, but was the bank going to complain if a truck pulled up and offloaded a bunch of boxes?  I doubted they would even notice, much less care.  I probably could have skipped buying the place and just used it as a delivery drop, but I prefer not to take risks if I can avoid them.  Someone else might have bought the place and be puzzled about why I was using their barn. 
 
    There were a couple of other possible listings in the realtor’s office, but this one’s address was on Farm-Market Road 666.  I couldn’t turn it down. 
 
    Sadly, the MREs were bought in bulk, so there were quite a number of chili-with-beans in there.  The company would deliver them only in variety boxes, not sort them by meal type.  It was okay, though.  I wouldn’t have to eat them.  Other people wouldn’t be inclined to bury them in an unmarked grave without even opening them.   
 
    I wonder… in zombie world, did they sell only by meal type?  Order a case of rations and pick your flavor?  Could it be chili-with-beans was the cheapest, so my unknown prepper bought them by the case?  Different worlds, by definition, have their differences. 
 
    The process went without a hitch until I ran face-first into the whole departure problem.  I kept my Ring of Spying running to prevent a time differential.  When I left, the Earth I was using would go back to a random time rate.  I might be gone for a minute or for so long the MREs might go bad before I got back to them.  Keeping a maintenance micro-gate running struck me as a good idea. 
 
    After poking around for a bit, I finally settled on an old beer can for my maintenance gate.  I poked a tiny hole in it, wrapped it in a gate spell, and left it on a rafter in the barn.  This put it close enough to the barn door to use it as a transfer gateway. 
 
    This would be so much easier if I had an inter-universal Internet.  Then again, how would anyone deliver anything to me?  I’ll always have to go pick it up. 
 
    The different time zones worked out fairly well.  I had most of the day to find and deal with housing, ordering, and delivery.  By the time the sun went down, I finished giving away money and was ready to come back.  A second-rate beater of a car got me around while I was there.  Bronze didn’t think much of it, but it was inconspicuous.  It also used three tanks of gas and ran much better by the end of the day.  We left it in the barn when we came back through the gate. 
 
    Immediately, we were off again—this time as horse and rider—heading west, away from the Empire.  My tunnel through the western ridge was still progressing, but it wasn’t finished yet.  I juiced up the spell with a power crystal, speeding things along, and realized I should have briefed Leisel more thoroughly on her role in fortifying the western border.  I called her on the mirror and scheduled some work crews for the next morning. 
 
    Then we went around, down through the river’s waterfalls, splashing and sizzling and sometimes scraping, until we could cut to one side and head into the barbarian lands beyond the mountains. 
 
    I hoped they were open to a discussion. 
 
      
 
    They were not amenable to polite discourse. 
 
    My thinking was if I rode into a village all armored up and swords at my sides, they would only see a man of the Empire, an enemy.  Instead, I thought I might walk in, carrying only Firebrand and wearing normal clothes—well, normal clothes, a relic cloak, and magic underwear.  I would appear less threatening.  With a translation spell, I might even get in a few words and shock them with my knowledge of their language.  I could propose a trade, offering all sorts of goods and gear. 
 
    The first part—walking up to the village—went pretty smoothly.  Nobody seemed awake, so I knocked politely on the largest hut.  It didn’t have a door, only a frame with a tight-stretched piece of patchwork leather laced in place to keep out rain and drafts. 
 
    A moment later, the leather door was flung wide and a large man came out.  He leaped through the opening, attacking with a knife in either hand.  He plowed into me, staggering me backward with the force of his rush, and stabbed repeatedly, hard and fast, arms wrapped around me to put his knives into my back.  It didn’t work, of course, since the iron points didn’t penetrate, but they still dug in pretty well and hurt.  He was no weakling. 
 
    I brought up a knee, hard.  This took half the fight out of him, so I pushed him away with one hand and crossed his jaw with the other.  He decided to lie down and relax. 
 
    Right behind him, two more men, somewhat smaller and younger, emerged while screaming and brandishing knives of their own.  They were less of a problem.  I clonked their heads together until their knees folded, but then the women followed them out, also waving cutlery. 
 
    About this point, I started to wonder if these people were hostile to everyone or if I’d committed a serious breach of their tribal etiquette.  Admittedly, I was a stranger, but was that sufficient to be an instant target?  Or was showing up at night enough to make them think it was a raid by a rival village?  Or is touching someone’s doorframe Simply Not Done? 
 
    Regardless, the women were next on my list of headaches.  They rapidly developed headaches and decided they didn’t want to participate, but by then other huts were opening up and men were coming out.  Everyone was shouting and torches were lit.  Snarls and pointed fingers indicated I was their main point of interest, and I didn’t think their interest was friendly. 
 
    I had less trouble with Homo Apocalypticus. 
 
    Well, fine.  Maybe it was my fault, but they didn’t seem interested in talking it over.  I lashed everyone with tendrils, a broad, sweeping sort of attack, and everyone abruptly felt tired.  It threw them off and slowed them, but it also allowed more of them to cluster together for a rush.  Rather than wait for it, I borrowed the eldest of the unconscious sorts—probably the father of the family group—and departed for the woods.  They pursued, but not far.  Well, they were tired.  I also don’t think they liked the idea I could pick up a full-grown man and run so fast. 
 
    With a mile or more behind me, I settled my burden on the ground, made sure he was disarmed, and worked a little magic to revive him.  He came back to consciousness with a few sore spots, but nothing truly damaged.  We had a little incident with him trying to fight me some more, but he settled down after I tied his arms in a non-damaging but painful knot. 
 
    His name was Uruzgan.  He was the son of the village chief and planned to be chief, himself, as soon as his father had the grace to die.  His sons were supposed to follow him out the door to repel the raiders.  He didn’t want anything to do with me, with the steel-wearers, or anyone outside his own little village. 
 
    Further interviewing led me to believe he was a fairly typical sample of the local barbarians.  He was stubborn, pigheaded, violent, and more than a little xenophobic. 
 
    On the other hand, he was greedy.  I can work with greedy.  Not immediately—I wasn’t prepared to bribe him effectively—but greed might be the foot in the door to commerce. 
 
    After a brief explanation of the idea of trade, I suggested he might want steel knives instead of iron ones. 
 
    “You give me food, I give you steel.  You try to take my steel, I cut off your hands.  Is that fair?” 
 
    It seemed to get my point across.  As a bonus, I pointed him back toward his village.  It’s important to establish some sort of friendly relations—or the potential for friendly relations—with the neighbors.  The other option is to kill them all, ship their kids off to other villages, and take everything not nailed down.  Given Uruzgan’s views, I doubted there would be any organized response. 
 
    Grumbling and muttering, I rode back to the ridge.  We would need the tunnel sooner than later.  Ideally, we would have a full-sized tunnel leading to a heavy gate and a walled-in killing ground.  There, we could negotiate prices and trades without risking a full-scale incursion into the valley.  I had hoped we could have a steady supply of food from the barbarian lands to support us, but, unless something fundamental changed, I figured we wouldn’t get more than a few bushels of vegetables or grains, maybe some minor meats from hunting parties.  Not enough to last us. 
 
    Still, if I start with an offer of steel knives, I might get them to open up trade talks, at least.  Selling them a new type of plow or a horse-collar might be more difficult, but if I could get word to spread among the kustoni about good steel for sale, cheap, it might be the necessary foot in the door. 
 
    Well, kidnapping someone and forcing him to talk worked.  Maybe I’ll kidnap another one and force him to learn about heavy plows and other farming technologies.  If I have to, I am entirely capable of dragging all of them, kicking and screaming, out of the Stone Age and into the Dark Ages.  Although, technically, now I think on it, they do seem to live on more of a Dark Age level than a Stone Age one… which I blame on cross-cultural contamination from the Empire. 
 
    Why did one advance so quickly and the other so slowly?  There’s a good question, and one I am completely unable to answer.  Or, rather, one I could answer in a hundred different ways, all of which would be guesses.  One guess is Tassarian culture is a colony of some sort grown to nation status, while the original nation—the one across the sea—fell into warfare and collapsed.  No doubt there are other possibilities, but it’s my best guess with what I know. 
 
    I cast a spell on the western side of the ridge so the tunnel would start forming from both sides and meet in the middle.  The work crew could start clearing the tunnel and stacking blocks in the morning.  I, on the other hand, had other spells to cast.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 23rd Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    Last night was another busy night.  I did some preliminary work on the nearly-finished barn and laid out the lines of the western tunnel fortification.  I also had a number of gate spells to work on, including snatching some iridium from elsewhere and turning it into either wire or pinhole gates.  Another fishing trip loaded me up with some fresh gold—vital if I didn’t succeed in my planned theft of the Sarcana vault.  And let us not forget the brand-new stone-merging spells on what would one day be a fortification around the tunnel mouth.  Stacking rocks is nice, but making them stick together is better. 
 
    Leisel promised me we could have an iron grating and an iron-bound door within the week.  They wouldn’t be pretty, but they would be functional. 
 
    I also got busy on a closet in the keep, manually building it out of bricks so I could have it now, rather than waiting for the tower to form it.  The tower could move it later.  It wasn’t a large closet—maybe three feet square—but it was an important component to my plans.  Then there were the non-dedicated scrying mirrors, useful for looking anywhere, and especially useful for following magically insensitive people. 
 
    A lot of these were spells rather than enchantments.  It saved me a lot of time and effort, but they were inherently more fragile.  In any world where wizards are uncommon to nonexistent, it’s not an issue.  Here?  The spells can be magically attacked fairly easily, cracked open like an egg, and ruined.  It’s a risk, but I don’t see I have a choice.  Even with my new helper wand, the effort was considerable.  The wand isn’t personally attuned, but the spell on it acts to suck in power over a wide area when active.  This saves me a lot of effort in gathering power manually, although the wand does consume some of the power in order to operate. 
 
    The thing has its uses, depending on the local magical environment, the power requirements of the spell, and how much magical current you’re prepared to channel.  There’s a “butter zone” for where a wand of this sort is more useful than not.  If I have to throw a spell in a hurry, the wand would be helpful.  If I want to cast a spell without expending much of my stored energies, the wand would be helpful.  But if I want to make sure I’m not interfering with any other spells in the vicinity, I shouldn’t use the wand.  It’s not a precision tool and draws in any loose power floating around.  Clearly, I don’t understand their spell for making them, but it works fairly well.  It’s especially useful for work during the day! 
 
    There’s a reason Rethven wizards didn’t go in for these things.  In Rethven, and especially in Karvalen, there were spells all over the place.  The enchantment on the wand would need to be considerably more sophisticated to differentiate between ambient magical energy and the densely-packed magical power in a spell.  While a good, well-constructed spell would probably stand up to the power-draining function of a generalized wand, it would be like taking a punch.  The spell might take one punch without serious harm, but two, five, a dozen punches?  An enchantment can take it.  A wand being used near an enchantment is merely competing for power resources.  But a spell isn’t anywhere near as durable. 
 
    I suspect one of the reasons the Tautan magical practitioners favor enchanting is because of the other magical practitioners.  When everyone in your guild—or caste—is inadvertently trying to undo your spells, you have to make them solid.  And if you’re going to that much effort, you may as well enchant an object and make it permanent. 
 
    Another danger, as I see it, is the thing will draw in any power it can reach.  True, it’s only magical energy—the function is utterly harmless to any normal person.  But if someone were to release a large amount of magical force by disrupting a powerful spell, the wand would try to channel it all into the wielder.  In short, it would act like a lightning rod.  At night, I’m not too worried about such an effect.  During the day?  Or in the hands of a mortal?  The results could be on par with an actual lightning strike, or overexposure inside an Ascension Sphere.  Souls are not supposed to be set on fire.  Besides, mine probably still has some crispy bits. 
 
    I much prefer my toolkit of specialized wands.  I may have to build another set. 
 
    Today, though, it was mostly a case of sitting back and watching.  There’s a delivery expected on an Earth, so I occasionally scry through the micro-gate even though I know it can’t have arrived, yet.  Tomorrow, maybe, or the day after.  I have power crystals charging, but I don’t have to watch those.  I have scrying shields to monitor, a solar conversion roof finishing up over the valley, and a keep growing outbuildings.  Out by the western ridge, there’s a tunnel still forming, bricks being laid, and a fortification being built.  At the eastern bridge, a crew is installing a drawbridge, but I’m not taking out a chunk of bridge until they’re done.  A couple of work crews are loading up carts and wagons to haul more stone blocks down from the not-exactly-mines-yet to help reinforce and build up the bridge fort, too. 
 
    The hardest labor I’ve done, once the sun came up, was to walk through the new-cleared land and have Firebrand burn out stumps.  I didn’t even get to cut down the trees or strip them.  People have already been doing that.  And, since the sawmill is working, I don’t even have to cut notches in logs.  It was good to have a break.  I may not grow fatigued at night—it’s all a matter of energy levels, not fatigue poisons—but I do have a psychological need to take a little time for myself.  I like to be more relaxed and low-key. 
 
    Leisel found me out in the field, waiting to recover Firebrand from a smoking hole in the ground.  She approached at a trot and reined up beside me. 
 
    “Busy?” 
 
    “Not now,” I admitted, while she dismounted. 
 
    “Been busy?” 
 
    “Yes.  What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Lots of things, but most of them I think I have under control.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “Good to hear.  I wanted to know what to do with the skull of the monster.” 
 
    “Weren’t we sending it to the Temple in Sarashda?” I inquired. 
 
    “Yes, but we might not be able to.” 
 
    “You’re thinking we don’t want to provoke the roadblock.” 
 
    “In a word, yes.” 
 
    “Hmm.  You know, you could have called me on your mirror.  The one you have reaches mine.” 
 
    “I had time.  Besides, I don’t like using the thing.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “First, it’s not a face-to-face conversation.  Second, there are a lot of those blurry things hanging around.” 
 
    “Blurry things?  You mean the scrying sensors?” 
 
    “Yes.  Can they see us when we’re talking on a mirror?” 
 
    “Sure.  Unless you mean to ask if they can tap into the conversation.  I’m not sure a dedicated connection like that is tappable.  You’d need one or the other mirror, or to have one of them for long enough to enchant a copy.” 
 
    “I’m still not comfortable with the things.” 
 
    “That’s fair.  How many scrying sensors are we talking about?” 
 
    She looked up.  I followed her gaze, shifting my seeing to make anything magical stand out against the clear background of sky. 
 
    Dozens of blurry patches hovered high in the air.  Most of the ones I saw were over the main village, both around the keep and above the town—and all above the height of the scrying shield.  I was willing to bet there were others hovering over the mining camps.  One hovered directly over both of us. 
 
    They can’t locate me because of my cloaking spells.  I don’t show up on the radar.  If I walk in front of a camera, though, they can still see me.  And they can certainly find Leisel. 
 
    And here I thought I was having a nice day. 
 
    I recovered Firebrand from the pit and whipped it through a figure-eight to remove dusty ashes.  I sheathed it and bounced up onto Bronze’s back.  Leisel mounted her horse and followed me back to the keep, clearly puzzled at my wordless departure.  Bronze kept the pace down to her horse’s canter, rather than blaze back on our own.  We entered the scrying shield, but I still didn’t say anything.  The shield redirects scrying attempts to the main communication mirror.  The shield does not block sight or sound on its own.  A scrying sensor sitting just outside the perimeter can simply look in. 
 
    Once inside the central tower of the keep compound, however, we were safe from most forms of eavesdropping. 
 
    “How many bows do we have?” I asked as we climbed the tower steps. 
 
    “Twenty or so.  Why?” 
 
    “I want you to start a new practice drill.  Make a line of four, front to back.  The person in front shoots an arrow into a target, then moves to the rear of the line and prepares to shoot again.  The next person shoots and does the same thing.  This will move the whole line back, one person at a time.  Keep it up until they’re almost out of range, then have the rear person move to the front and shoot, then stand there and prepare while the new rearmost person moves forward.  That’ll move the line slowly forward.” 
 
    “Um… yes, sir.  I don’t understand why.” 
 
    “Trust me on this.  It’s a drill I want every warrior to know, and they can start now.” 
 
    “Now?  As in, right now?” 
 
    “In a minute.  I also have some mirrors for you to use.”  I opened the door to my workroom and ushered her in. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Sarcana has a vault in the estate.  Presumably, it holds a fair amount of their wealth.  I’m interested in how the money gets there.” 
 
    “They carry it downstairs?” Leisel guessed.  “I presume it’s underground.” 
 
    “I believe it is.  I should have said I’m more interested in where it comes from.  Who brings it?  Do a thousand people bring in a pocketful of coins or does a weekly contingent of guards escort a single wagon?  Or something in between?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “We’re going to find out.  Find some people you trust and put them all in a room.  We’ll need paper and pens.  Each of them is to watch the estate of House Sarcana.  When someone leaves the place, one of our people will follow, using one of these mirrors.  The movements of this person will be recorded.  If we can’t follow them all, that’s fine, but we’ll track as many as we can.” 
 
    Leisel picked up one of the indicated mirrors, turning it over in her hands. 
 
    “You’ve trained me enough to make me feel confident in using one of these, but I don’t know about anyone else.” 
 
    “These are specially enchanted to be user-friendly.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Maybe.  I’ll see what I can do, but I’m not sure how people will take this.” 
 
    “It’s no different from being assigned to shadow someone.  It just cuts out the footwork.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she repeated.  “We’ll try it, but I won’t promise to get someone on every one of these mirrors.” 
 
    “We can simply get started.  If it goes well, others may come around and volunteer—or be less upset at being assigned to the job.” 
 
    “We can try.  What else?” 
 
    “Nothing, at the moment.  What do you need from me?” 
 
    “How goes the food?” she inquired. 
 
    “We should have a shipment arriving sometime tomorrow or the next day.  Food enough to support the valley for days, possibly weeks.  If I have to, I can get another shipment in, later, but I hope to have the western fort set up for trading with the barbarians.  They like steel, so we should shift production to it.  I’m hoping they’ll supply us with food in exchange.” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    “You don’t think we can build it fast enough?” 
 
    “I don’t think we can trade with them.  They kill and steal, not trade.” 
 
    “Maybe they simply need a reason to avoid killing and stealing.” 
 
    “Maybe they need to be exterminated.” 
 
    “Possibly.  We haven’t reached that point, yet.” 
 
    “Let me know and we’ll start making plans.  After the siege, I mean.” 
 
    “Consider it done.  Anything else?” 
 
    “I’d like some time this evening, if you’re not too busy.” 
 
    “I’ll make time,” I assured her. 
 
    “Good.  Any idea what we’re going to say to the priests?” 
 
    “Uh… no?”  The non-sequitur threw me.  I had no intention of bothering the Temple.  
 
    “Think about it,” she advised.  “They’ll want to know your plans.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.  What priests and why?  What plans?” 
 
    “For the siege?  It looks as though we’re bottled.  Our surrender is expected.” 
 
    “Oh.  And the priests will be coming to see if we’re prepared to surrender?” 
 
    “It’s a formal vendetta.  It’s a war between Houses.  You don’t expect Sarcana to risk someone in their employ as a messenger, do you?” 
 
    “I guess not, although I always thought messengers were afforded safe-conduct.” 
 
    “Mostly, but not always during a siege.  They can also be spies,” she pointed out. 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of it like that.  Okay.  Do we have to explain why we’re not surrendering to the priests?” 
 
    “It’s customary.  The Temple is neutral in all conflicts.  They won’t tell our situation to anyone.” 
 
    “Forgive me if I’m not so trusting.  Even if some young priest goofs and mentions we’re well-supplied, it could provoke an attack before we’re ready.  I’d rather nobody knew we were managing well.” 
 
    “I see your point.  Do you want me to talk with them?” 
 
    “Are they here?” 
 
    “No, but I expect them anytime.  House Sarcana will have sent for them after establishing what they think is an overwhelming advantage.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to them if I’m here.  I may be at the warmeet in Sarashda.” 
 
    “Oh?” Leisel asked, eyebrows rising. 
 
    “I figure being there will be like spitting in Naskarl’s face, showing contempt for his so-called overwhelming advantage.  It will make others laugh at Sarcana and respect us.” 
 
    “Interesting idea,” she agreed, then cautioned, “It won’t solve the siege.” 
 
    “No, but I like the siege.  The longer it goes on, the better for us.  If they think they have us, they won’t be too quick to try anything else.  I’m happy with them doing nothing.  Besides, while I’m in Sarashda, I plan to rob the Sarcana estate.” 
 
    “Stop,” she said, raising a hand.  She pointed at her ear and eye, then gestured in a circle.  “Don’t tell me anything more.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone can scry on us in here.” 
 
    “Don’t risk it.  I’ll go give some orders.  You do whatever you came up here to do.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.  Oh, and would you send Renata up after you get everything sorted?” 
 
    “Surely.” 
 
      
 
    There’s a fair amount of recursion when scrying on scrying spells.  It’s like using a spy camera to spy on spy cameras.  It makes me wonder how far it could go, scrying spells scrying on scrying spells while scrying on scrying spells, and so on. 
 
    What I did with my spells was to examine their spells.  I was handicapped by only being able to see the local end of the spell, not the other, but they were obligingly still and long-lasting.  I had perfect vantage points and stable subjects for analysis. 
 
    The local scrying spells seem to be all of a sort.  Someone developed a way to see somewhere far-distant and everyone started using it.  It probably went through a few iterations of refinement—I assume so, even though the locals don’t have a structured system of magic, only empirical data—and this was the modern, streamlined, fully-functional standard.  It wasn’t how I would do it, but it was perfectly effective.  At a guess, casting the spell involved an eyeball from some keen-eyed animal.  If it needed to see in the dark, it probably involved a flame, as well.  How long would it last?  It depended on the wizard’s capacity to channel magical force and how much effort he went to.  Enchanted into a crystal ball or a mirror, it would be a lot less trouble.  Some spells are best used in an enchantment, after all.  My sand table is a good example.  I’d hate to have to cast all the spells in the thing every time I wanted to use it. 
 
    The major weakness of the local spells is the same as the wizard’s scrying spells in Rethven.  They were fixed points, set wherever the caster wanted to put it.  They didn’t move around once placed.  I didn’t see a way to lock them on to a person so they could follow someone.  On the other hand, they were direct visual sensors—at least, these were—and capable of being used to target people or things with other spells.  A man out in a thunderstorm could be a valid target for some sort of spell to summon lightning, for example, but I doubted they could throw lightning through the channel of the scrying spell. 
 
    This gave me an idea.  If these spells were actually generated and maintained by enchanted objects, it was unlikely I could hurt anyone by shutting them down.  If you’re using a camera to look through a keyhole, a poke with a sharp stick won’t hurt your eye. 
 
    But cameras are expensive. 
 
    What I’d like to do—the most elegant solution—is to instigate a feedback loop of a single image.  Whatever they’re looking at, it locks, becoming a photograph by feeding the same image into itself forever.  This turns the magic mirror into a magic picture frame, never to be used again.  Oh, they could fix it, I’m sure, but they’d have to figure out how—if they can.  Or they can break the enchantment and start over.  Or they can pay me to undo the freeze.  Overall, this would be a semi-polite way of saying not to poke their mystical noses into my valley. 
 
    Unfortunately, the method they use to cast their spells and create their items isn’t identical to my own.  They are similar in some respects, much like any two automobiles are similar in some respects.  Theirs are steam-powered cars while mine run on gasoline.  There’s only so much subtlety I can use on their spell structures.  Worse, I’m at the wrong end of the spell for major reconstructions.  If I could, I’d let them have a framed portrait of the Eye of Sauron to hang on their wall—or a malware ransom note!—but I simply don’t see a way to do it. 
 
    What I can do, on the other hand, is inject a lot more power into their spell at this end to create a nasty power spike.  If lightning strikes a video camera, the camera dies.  If it’s a poorly-grounded monitoring setup, the lightning might also destroy the terminal where someone watches through the camera.  So, I can use their own spell connection as a lightning rod for a form of magical lightning.  If someone is casting a scrying spell on a mirror or a bowl of water or whatever, the spell goes poof and quits.  If the spell is being generated by an enchanted object, however, it’s much more difficult to shatter.  Still, route enough power through it and there’s a good chance the object—well, the enchantment in the object—also goes poof and quits.  Whether it cracks the crystal ball or boils the scrying bowl is another question entirely.  If I hit it hard enough, the enchantment should break, meaning they’ll have a mundane mirror or whatever and have to enchant it all over again. 
 
    Unfortunately, a power spike like that requires, well, a lot of power.  I don’t see a way to build such a spell into a defensive dome.  Well, not one of any size, anyway.  It might be worthwhile as a one-shot, last-ditch barrier around a private room.  No, a wand would be more reasonable.  It can have a power crystal in the hilt to provide juice for each shot and charge up between uses.  Anyone can use it, so I don’t have to wander around, zapping scrying spells.  Best of all, perhaps, people will see it happen from the other end.  Someone comes out, looks at the scrying sensor, raises a wand, and zap!  There goes your crystal ball.  Word will get around that scrying into the valley might cost you a magic mirror! 
 
    I might need to enchant some goggles, too, so non-wizards can both see the sensor and zap it with the wand.  Come to think of it, zapping something a hundred yards away could be tricky with a wand—the equivalent of a pistol.  If I include a laser sight, though… 
 
      
 
    My finished design was relatively simple.  A low-powered line of force extended while the wand was in use.  This was visible through goggles, like a laser pointer through light fog.  Wave the wand around until the line of force touches the scrying sensor.  Then, with a preliminary connection established, one of the crystals—one of six small crystals instead of one large crystal—dumped automatically, like a capacitor discharging, taking with it whatever charge the wand’s enchantment accumulated between shots.  They could fire off six shots pretty quickly, but it would take some time to recharge before firing again. 
 
    I made sure the wand didn’t project a targeting line unless one of the crystals was fully charged.  No sense in trying to fire it and wasting a partial charge without affecting the scrying sensor. 
 
    I also fine-tuned the spell effect.  The power dump was designed to resonate with some of the key elements of a scrying spell.  It was kind of like the destructive harmonics a singer can create in a wineglass.  It doesn’t destroy anything else, but it does quite a number on the thing it’s made for.  With one component of the spell—or the enchantment—destroyed, the rest of it should short-circuit and die as all its own power goes haywire. 
 
    I’m still not sure if it will bust only the enchantment or also bust the object holding the scrying enchantment, but it won’t be good for either.  If someone’s crystal ball explodes, it also won’t be good for them.  I can’t say I’m filled with overwhelming remorse about this. 
 
    Renata arrived while I was working.  Her escorts left her at the door.  She closed it behind her and moved quietly to a stool, waiting and wondering.  I finished the goggles, tested them, and put them aside with the scryzapper wand. 
 
    “Good afternoon.  How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Well enough,” she shrugged.  “I’m not enjoying the smell of breakfast, but by lunch I’m all right.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m glad you’re doing well.  Have you been considering the agent duty I mentioned?” 
 
    “I thought I was supposed to think about being your galvanais.” 
 
    “Others may assume you’re pretty and therefore dumb.  I do not.  You can think about more than one thing.” 
 
    “All right, yes.  I’ve been thinking about that, too.” 
 
    “I have a house I’m setting up as a drop point for supplies.  I plan to supply you with money, a necklace to let you understand and speak the local language, and a special way to get back and forth between the house and this tower.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Until the baby is a baby.  I understand when it’s born, everything changes.” 
 
    “You can say that twice.” 
 
    “Not being entirely literal-minded, I won’t.” 
 
    “Can I see this house?” 
 
    “Of course.  I have to go there to finish some more work, anyway.  Hang on a minute.”  I took the wand and goggles down to one of the tower guard and explained their use.  Outside, I had her actually use them to confirm they worked as expected and she really did understand how.  She blasted six sensors in short order and returned the wand to me. 
 
    Clearly, I needed something to charge the wand fairly quickly, as well as an indicator for when it was fully charged.  I told her so and had her keep it.  Even if I didn’t have a fast-charging point for it, it would still be useful.  She agreed to check for a targeting line through the goggles and to use it when she could. 
 
    Back in my workroom, I prepared a transfer of the ongoing micro-gate to the gate in my workroom. 
 
    “Sorry about the delay.  Had to get another project in motion while we’re off.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    “Before we go, I want you to brace yourself.  You’re about to see a lot of strange things.” 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    “A hole is about to open in this wall.  It’s actually a magic doorway.  They’re rare and hard to come by, as well as expensive.  Don’t go telling people I have it.  Prepare to step through quickly.” 
 
    I opened the gate, waited until it stabilized, and stepped through with Renata.  The gate snapped back to the micro-gates and we were standing in the barn. 
 
    “I’ve lived in worse,” she commented, looking around. 
 
    “This is the barn.  The house is over there.” 
 
    I gave her the tour, demonstrating things like electric lights and running water—running hot water—and she took it all in. 
 
    “There isn’t much in the way of furniture, but I can have people deliver it.  I also plan to do some barn modifications.” 
 
    “And I’m simply going to live here?” 
 
    “You’ll have to sign for deliveries.  I’ll also want you to test some new weapons and tell me what you think of them.” 
 
    “All alone?” 
 
    “Uh… no, I suppose you don’t have to be.  Do you have someone in mind to stay with you?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Works for me.  But I don’t think you’ll be too alone.  I’m setting up this broom closet so it connects back to the tower.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “It doesn’t work now, but when I have it fixed, it’ll be a magic closet.  You go in, shut the door, and when you open the door, you’re coming out of a closet much like it in the tower.” 
 
    “Anytime I want?” 
 
    “Anytime you want.” 
 
    She looked around the house a bit more.  She tapped on the glass of a window.  She opened and closed an exterior door, interested in the doorknob.  She held a hand in front of the air conditioner vent. 
 
    “Before I agree to anything,” she said, “you need to be honest with me.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “You’re no manzhani.  You’re not a warrior.  You’re a wizard.” 
 
    “I’m not a warrior?” I asked. 
 
    “Wizards’ tricks could fake it.  You make magic.  You’re a wizard.” 
 
    “Guilty.  Leisel tells me I’m a returned soul, or an enlightened one.” 
 
    Renata pursed her lips in thought.  She looked around, found nothing to sit on, and lowered herself to the floor.  I followed suit, sitting tailor-fashion with her. 
 
    “Maybe you are a returned soul.  May I ask why?” 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why did you return?  If you didn’t forget your past life, you must remember what it’s like beyond the material world.  You’re here for a reason.  What is it?” 
 
    “You sound pretty confident of your religious knowledge for a warrior,” I observed. 
 
    “I spent a lot of time in the Temple.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “Can’t?” she echoed. 
 
    “Are you a returned soul?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I can’t tell you.” 
 
    She made a thoughtful noise and leaned back against a wall, considering me carefully. 
 
    “All right.  I can believe that, if I try.  Can you at least tell me what you’re doing in the valley?” 
 
    “Establishing a place where the Empire and the barbarians can make peaceful contact.  If they can be taught more civilized manners, they can learn to be something other than barbarians.” 
 
    “What do we need the kustoni for?” 
 
    “The Empire covers a huge area, but all of it is owned by some Mazhani or other.  It needs land.  It needs space.  And, once you get beyond the shield of the Kasnakani Range, you have unrestricted movement for hundreds of thousands of barbarians.  Establishing a foothold in their territories will cause them to swamp it, kill everyone, and loot it.  No one is willing to take that kind of risk to establish a fortress, build a community, and constantly pour enormous resources into defending it.” 
 
    “But the valley is defensible,” she mused.  “They have to walk in.  They can’t roll in like a rising tide.” 
 
    “Yes.  There are also some issues with the way the priests are interpreting the will of the gods, but that’s all I can tell you.  I’m not supposed to talk about it.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Did you come up with the idea on your own?  Or did someone have to come back and communicate the idea to you?” 
 
    “What does it matter?” 
 
    “To learn and grow, one should see and solve one’s own problems.  I’m already having to point a few out.  To make the life lesson most effective, you people have to do most of the work.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “The Empire is stuck, stagnant.  It needs to have more room to grow if it expects to survive.  This is one step in the right direction.” 
 
    “What are the next steps?” 
 
    “You think about it.  I have to set up the closet and do some preliminary work on the barn.” 
 
    I left her to consider my lies.  True, I was actually trying to establish some trade relations with the tribesmen, but only for my own purposes.  Lying—or half-lying—might keep me out of trouble, though.  The Empire really was hemmed in and stagnant.  It could use a good shaking. 
 
    The closet went quickly.  Tuning it to the closet in the tower was no trouble.  I have a shift-closet! 
 
    The barn was trickier.  I initially picked the house because the barn was a tall one, with a hayloft I knocked out to get more ceiling height.  It wasn’t quite long enough for my purposes—to have an interior space large enough to match the one they built in the valley—but it only needed a framework add-on in the back to define the space, not an actual enclosed area.  Still, it needed some of the front converted into taller doors and some of the back knocked completely out. 
 
    Renata felt comfortable enough to stay with the house.  I took the car into town, traded it in on a pickup truck, and brought back food, a necklace, lumber, tools, and a bit of furniture.  I also bought some furniture and paid for delivery.  All she would have to do was sign for it. 
 
    I walked her through the electric stove and oven, then we ate.  Afterward, Renata practiced her signature while I enchanted the necklace with a translation spell.  The trickiest part was to let her talk.  Normally, a translation spell works by taking in what the speaker says and conveying the meaning the speaker is broadcasting.  It’s sort of a psychic spell.  It does the same thing in reverse when the wearer speaks.  When it’s actually cast on someone, there’s no problem.  Wherever your attention goes, so do your words.  But in an object?  It doesn’t pay attention to anyone.  It just sits there. 
 
    My solution was to have Renata talk to me while I sorted out some of her psychic emanations.  We went through a lot of vocabulary while I worked on the necklace.  When she spoke, it would transliterate, switching words for her in her own head, so she would actually say English words anyone could hear.  Her vocabulary was somewhat limited and her syntax distinctly Tautan, but it would only make her sound as though English was her second language. 
 
    She elected to return with me, so we stepped into the closet and shifted back. 
 
    “And that’s how you come back whenever you need to,” I told her.  She looked around the stone room and nodded. 
 
    “It seems simple enough.  All right.  I can be your agent there.” 
 
    “Thank you.  This solves multiple problems for me.” 
 
    “You mean it solves me as a problem.” 
 
    “Look,” I sighed, “I’m dealing with a valley full of people who are under siege.  House Sarcana wants you to give birth to their heir—or Naskarl wants to keep you from giving birth, or something.  There’s a blocking force sealing off my valley and possibly more troops coming up to support them for an invasion.  I have wizards watching everything they can lay eyes on, spying on us, and occasional special-forces actions to kidnap or steal things. 
 
    “I recognize and acknowledge you’re a warrior, okay?  You’re skilled, you’re deadly, and you’re loyal.  I’m delighted to have you.  But you are, effectively, on the wounded list because of Palan’s multiple stabbings.  You’ll recover and go back to full duty—but I want you to recover so you can go back to full duty.  In the meantime, yes, you’re someone being protected instead of someone doing the protecting.  I’m doing my best to make you useful while you’re on the sick list, but if you don’t like that, you’re not required to stay.  You give me the word and I’ll discharge you from my service.  You can go back to Sarcana and let them do… whatever it is they plan to do with you.  If you choose to stay, you can suck it up and tough it out.” 
 
    Renata gazed at me with a deadpan, expressionless face.  She blinked twice before she answered. 
 
    “Is that your final word on the subject, sir?” 
 
    “I have spoken.” 
 
    She smiled, ever so slightly. 
 
    “I’ll stay.” 
 
    “Good.  Go pick someone to take with you.  You asked earlier and I agreed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    She took off down the stairs and I headed for my bedroom.  I also promised Leisel. 
 
      
 
    While a gentleman is not supposed to kiss and tell, I will say this:  Leisel knows what she likes and isn’t shy about asking for it.  I don’t know if that’s just how she is or if it’s normal in this culture.  Either way, it makes things pretty simple.  I think it helps that she’s somewhat playful, not serious.  If she behaved more seriously, more coldly, I might feel I was being used.  Maybe I am, but I get something out of it, too.  She seems to like me, and the illusion of affection—if it is an illusion—is a pleasant and welcome one. 
 
    Part of it is the little things she does.  Without going into the more sordid details, take for example the snacks.  Leisel handles the schedule on when and where, as per our agreement.  She makes sure we have a pitcher of water on hand and a fruit of some sort.  This is more than just a quirk or a kindness on her part.  It’s also a bit of a tradition.  We unceremoniously drink the water, obviously, but the fruit—it varies, depending on what’s on hand—we share in little nibbles. 
 
    As I understand it, there’s some sort of symbolic thing going on when she takes a tiny bite, passes it to me so I can take one, and back and forth until it’s either gone or down to the core.  I’m not sure, exactly what it’s supposed to symbolize, but it does lend weight to the impression she actually likes me. 
 
    I still have the impulse to open my mouth like a snake and take half the fruit in a single bite.  I don’t do it, but the impulse is always there.  
 
    After sunset, I let Leisel sleep and went off to do other things.  I needed a charging rack for the scryzapper, for one thing, and some bits of green glass for a charge indicator.  The craftsmen also finished my local barn, so I made sure it was all prepped and ready to be a shift-booth.  An extra jumbo large shift-booth, but the principle is the same regardless of the size. 
 
    Bronze and I went out to check on what would become the western trade fort.  It was coming along nicely.  People kept stacking stones, so it grew slightly faster than they could supply rocks.  We burned across the valley and checked the eastern bridge fort, as well.  It now had a twenty-by-twenty wooden door mounted at the front.  They were still working on a winch system to raise and lower it, but it made a nice-looking wall in the meantime.  True, it cut off all access to the bridge, but we weren’t using it anyway.  I set the stone-shaping spell on the nearer half of the bridge to start reshaping the rock.  In a few days, the only practical way across would be to lower the new drawbridge. 
 
    Bronze and I, however, did not use the bridge.  After putting my personal touch on each fort, we ran back to the tower. 
 
    Yes, I could have done it all through scrying devices and physically sticking a hand through a small gate.  I didn’t have to go there personally, but I know she likes to run. 
 
    I set up a wire gate inside the new barn and used it as a departure point.  Rather than pick our way through the mountains, circumvent the roadblock, and travel along the road, we simply skipped from the valley straight to Sarashda.  Since it was a point-to-point gate, rather than an interuniversal one, I went ahead and made it a brute-force terminus, letting us out on an unoccupied stretch of road. 
 
    We trotted the last mile or two into Sarashda. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    Just wondering about the plan. 
 
    “We go to the Sarcana estate and I play ninja vampire.  I have a couple of things to do inside, but I’m hoping to make off with all the wealth Sarcana has, crippling their ability to wage war.” 
 
    And if we can’t? 
 
    “Oh, I’ll happily run away.  I’m not out to kill them all.” 
 
    You’re not? 
 
    “Not at the moment,” I amended. 
 
    Sometimes you’re no fun at all, Boss. 
 
    “But I have a sunny disposition.” 
 
    Bronze snorted and I laughed.  I felt more cheerful at that moment than I could recall for some time.  She dropped me off and moved to a position opposite the nearest gate.  I fired up my stealth spells and headed in. 
 
    The Sarcana estate was a collection of buildings surrounded by a wall.  The main house was more central than not, with paths and gardens around it.  Temporarily disabling the magical alarm at the wall was tricky, but going through the wall was easy.  After all, I had a silvery cloak of phasing.  I stepped through the grey, misty thing and pulled it after me on the far side.  I found myself standing between two large, raised planters full of flowers and long, green leaves. 
 
    The garden wasn’t booby-trapped or covered in alarms.  Presumably, people liked to walk through them without setting off umpteen alerts.  It had guards at various points and a few walking patrols, but they all glowed brighter in my night-sight than the plants.  Avoiding them was no trouble. 
 
    The house, once I reached it, was another story.  The doors were all bolted for the night and the glow of life was obvious even through the doors.  There were no guards standing outside the doors, but there was a guard stationed inside each.  If someone came along, they couldn’t slug a guard and take their time about breaking in.  They would have to break in and alert the guard. 
 
    Fortunately, I wasn’t planning on going through a door.  I plastered the silvery cloak on one wall and stepped through into the crystal room I spied earlier.  It wasn’t a large room, but it centered on a low stone pillar with a fist-sized crystal mounted at the top. 
 
    The nine-faceted crystal was the enchanted object shielding the entire estate from scrying and similar magics.  Standing in front of it, I had the opportunity to examine the spell in some detail.  It radiated a field rather than simply erecting a barrier, filling the entire volume with a blocking spell.  It had a perimeter setting so it didn’t waste its energies outside a certain radius.  It was like a light source surrounded by a spherical mirror.  Everything inside the sphere was brightly illuminated, but it left everything outside the sphere in darkness, only in this case it prevented seeing instead of facilitating it. 
 
    On the other hand, I spoke with Naskarl through a mirror.  Channels existed to allow communications.  Therefore, it should be possible to either alter the enchantment or cast a spell to temporarily influence it.  Altering an enchantment is difficult and complicated, almost on the order of re-enchanting the object.  It’s like replacing the stock engine and drivetrain in a car with a bigger, stronger, better version.  By the time you’re done, it might be simpler and cheaper to buy the car you actually wanted.  A spell, on the other hand, is more like a temporary patch in the code, if I may mix my metaphors.  Instead of rewriting a program, I can give it a subroutine to suppress certain bits on command. 
 
    I reminded myself not to whistle while I worked.  It’s a bad habit when I’m trying to be stealthy. 
 
    With the crystal suitably hijacked, I checked my work by scrying on the vault.  When I activated the secondary channel in the scryshield, my scrying spell worked perfectly.  I took the opportunity to examine the vault in detail for the first time.  There was a room on the ground floor with a heavy door.  Two guards waited inside, at the head of the stairs.  At the bottom of the stairs—wood-covered masonry stairs, I noted—was an iron door set in what looked like concrete.  Magically-melded stone of some sort?  Or did they know how to make concrete around here?  Either way, it was a good, solid vault and I wouldn’t want to have to kick it in.  Sadly, the stairs were too narrow for Bronze. 
 
    The spells on the vault were varied.  Alarms, anti-penetration spells, detection spells for the locking enchantment, repair spells to keep it intact, even a couple of evocations—lightning and fire, so no surprises there.  I doubted I could use the silver cloak to walk through the wall—or, if it worked, I doubted I would enjoy the results.  The vault had a minor warping spell built into it, no doubt for exactly that sort of phasing.  If I tried it, I’d be half-man, half-stone.  I might survive such treatment, but it would be inconvenient and doubtless set off all sorts of alarms.  Unfortunately, the defenses also effectively prevented me from using a gate to get inside or even look at the interior.  Taking it down, but, again, it would set off all sorts of alarms. 
 
    I decided to leave it alone for now.  I already rigged a bypass on their primary security system.  If I simply left, they would have no reason to check on it.  Plus, we were still tracking down House Sarcana’s money trail.  Simply emptying the vault was looking less appealing as a stand-alone blow to the House.  Stealing their cash reserves was one thing, but how much more devastating is it to both steal their savings and choke their income? 
 
    Maybe I should have stolen their money right then.  I keep thinking of refinements, though.  Sooner or later, I have to quit coming up with “better ideas” and actually do something. 
 
    I left the same way I came in.  I slapped the silver cloak against the wall and stepped through.  The wall would never be the same, but as long as no one actually leaned on it exactly there, no one should be the wiser.  I crept through the garden, dodged a bit to avoid guards, and exited through the same weakened patch of wall. 
 
    Bronze picked me up and we went off to find a butcher.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 24th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    As long as we were in the city, I bought a wagon and loaded it with meat.  Most of our supplies in the valley are things we can grow, but it takes longer to raise animals than radishes.  We brought home a ton of protein and turned it over to the kitchen crew. 
 
    Since all my scrying told me things were pretty stable, I also shifted back to my supply-Earth to finish up the barn.  I wanted to stack a lot of cargo in it and simply shift it.  Opening a gate and driving through would take even more power.  Again, it’s a trade-off between using lots of power each time or going to considerable trouble to set up something more efficient.  Once you get past the wedge and the lever, all technology is like that. 
 
    I’m sort of pleased to see magic is no different.  At last, something in common with the technology I understand. 
 
    I shifted back through the booth and did some work on the maintenance micro-gate setup.  Eventually, I planned to put Renata on Earth—suitably provided for—and completely disconnect.  If I made random spot-connections, her timeline would eventually hop forward.  When she finally had the baby and was ready to come back, she could step into the shift-booth and do so. 
 
    I also had an idea for a few thousand weapons, but getting it set up and in process would burn a lot of daylight on Earth.  I wanted to make sure I had everything sorted out in the valley before disappearing for a few days. 
 
    So I waited through the sunrise and cleaned up.  Leisel woke up and joined me as I was disposing of the mess. 
 
    “When is the water going to do its thing?” she asked.  “You have a lot of it going up into the tower.  Does it come down?” 
 
    “Sorry.  It should finish soon.” 
 
    “How’s it work, this water you’ve got?” 
 
    “Water comes out of the river—there’s an underground pipe, now, sort of—and gets pumped up to the tanks inside the tower walls.  I got the spell from a place called Zirafel.  They used it in their Imperial Palace.  The pumping spell, I mean.  The tanks were my idea.  Someone tries to walk through the wall into my workshop or bedroom and they’re likely to drown.” 
 
    “No doubt.  Is that all it’s for?  It isn’t, is it?” 
 
    “You know me.  The two closets aren’t for clothes.  One will eventually have a small waterfall I can turn on and off.  Lower down, the kitchen won’t have to fetch water in a bucket.  Horse troughs, bathing, cooking, cleaning—water will be available without someone having to carry it.” 
 
    “But your waterfall closet is first?” 
 
    “Smell that?” I asked.  She sniffed and nodded.  “Yes, my waterfall is first.” 
 
    “Maybe you have a point.  By the way, you have Marissa wandering around with these lenses over her eyes and pointing a stick at the sky.” 
 
    “Ah.  Yes.  I should have kept you in the loop and I’m sorry I let it slip my mind.” 
 
    “I accept your apology.  What is she doing?  She looks like a madwoman and will only say you told her to.” 
 
    “She doesn’t really understand why,” I admitted.  “I only told her what to do and how.  Also my fault.” 
 
    “So explain to me.” 
 
    So I explained to her.  She frowned deeply when I told her we were destroying the surveillance devices. 
 
    Damn.  I need to put surge protection in my sand table.  Mental note. 
 
    “So, they’re still watching us?” 
 
    “Constantly.” 
 
    “And how soon will they stop?  Or, how soon will we force them to stop?” 
 
    “They can watch until they run out of enchanted scrying devices,” I admitted.  “Of course, I understand the things are expensive.” 
 
    “They won’t like that.” 
 
    “Then they can raise their prices or quit,” I shot back.  “Any joy on tracking down money trails for Sarcana?” 
 
    “Probably.  I found several people willing to use your mirrors.” 
 
    “Good.  I’ll need you to get with the watchers and operate my sand table, marking the locations of Sarcana contributors on a map of Sarashda.” 
 
    “That could take a while.” 
 
    “I know, but I think we have time.  I brought in a wagonload of meat last night, so we have some additional supplies.  Next shipment should be huge—possibly weeks of food.  I also plan to kidnap some barbarian tribesmen so we can force them to understand what we’re offering in exchange for food.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    So I explained about the general attitude of the tribesmen.  Leisel sighed. 
 
    “I told you.” 
 
    “Yes, but I had to see for myself.  If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have the idea on how to trade with them.” 
 
    “Force them?” 
 
    “Sort of.  They’re a distrustful, hidebound, narrow-minded bunch of bastards.  They’re also greedy, self-centered, and vicious.  On the other hand, if I can stuff their faces into the obvious, I think they’ll come around.  We can demonstrate one of the heavy plows—the ones with the blade and moldboard—and the horsecollar.  If he’s a barbarian farmer, he’ll see the difference, especially if we point it out to him.  We can show them the ceramic jars we use for making the really good steel.  I can enchant a few for them and they can pay through the nose for one.  Or we can simply sell them steel implements—bracers, greaves, maybe some other partial armor, knives, short swords, hunting arrowheads—for fixed prices.” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” she advised.  “First, you have to kidnap someone and force him to acknowledge how trading would be to his benefit.” 
 
    “I can do it.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt you for an instant,” she agreed, “but I question your choice of student.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Kidnap a her, not a him.  Get one or more of their women.  From what you tell me, they’re somewhat used to the idea of being kidnapped.” 
 
    “Huh.”  I thought about it.  Could be she had a point.  “I’ll try it.  I’m not sure they can persuade the hairier sorts to go along with it, but it couldn’t hurt to try.  Good thinking.” 
 
    “Thank you.  We’re still cycling people through your new arrow-drill, too.  Mind telling me why?” 
 
    “We might run into a more brutal conflict than is usual.  I plan to get us some more weapons and—damn.  I forgot to ask.  What do we have in the way of flammable liquids?” 
 
    “Uh?  Not a lot.  Most of it goes to the unenchanted lamps.” 
 
    “I’ll pick up something on the way.  I made a change to our bridge.  It’s a choke point and I don’t want it taken by enemy forces.  That would really stick a cork in the bottle.” 
 
    “I agree, but I don’t know what you have in mind.” 
 
    “It’s not important right now.” 
 
    “If you say so.  Now, about the drill I have people doing?  With the bows and arrows?” 
 
    “Oops.  Sorry.  I get sidetracked.  The drill is to get them used to shooting in that pattern.  It’s partly to get them some skill in projecting the flight of an arrow, too, but I don’t expect them to become archers.” 
 
    “Good.  Bowmen aren’t too useful.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Why not?” she repeated.  Clearly, the question was nonsensical.  “Because arrows don’t go through shields…?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised.  I’d have everyone drill with longbows, but training a longbowman starts with training his grandfather.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “It’s a difficult skill and takes years to master,” I clarified.  “I’ve got an idea for something easier than the bows we’re using and about as powerful.” 
 
    Leisel looked up and to the side, clearly trying to envision it.  She didn’t try to imagine the device, but its implications.  Finally, she shook her head. 
 
    “I’m not seeing how this will be useful.” 
 
    “Good.  Let it be a surprise.  Other than the obvious issues, how are we doing?” 
 
    “No one is panicking, if that’s what you’re asking.  Mind opening that chest for me so I can get dressed while we talk?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I opened her clothes chest and helped with her suit of scales.  I was even nice enough to run a cleaning spell over her. 
 
    “I have to learn that,” she decided. 
 
    “It’s more complicated than you think, but we can work on it when we have more time.  How are the things you’re overseeing?” 
 
    “So far, we’re still eating well.  I’ve spoken with Cormar at the ironworks and Valdet at the coal mine about rationing.  As far as most people know, there’s a problem with the road and wagons can’t get through.  Cormar and Valdet helped spread the story and are pushing people to cut back a little and to make sure every scrap is accounted for—no more tossing it out if no one wants it, no scraps to the pigs.  Nothing we can eat goes to waste.”  Leisel shrugged.  “It’s not perfect, but it’s better.” 
 
    “Good start.  Who are Cormar and Valdet?  Someone mentioned Cormar to me and I had to pretend I knew who he was.” 
 
    “Cormar is your mahrani at the ironworks.  He’s an old man and a miner, but it’s a mining camp.” 
 
    “Fair.  You obviously think he can organize the place and maintain order.” 
 
    “He seems capable,” Leisel agreed.  “I haven’t had any problems with him.  Valdet, on the other hand, is younger and flashier.  One of those with lots of teeth in his smile.  He was well-liked by everyone in the camp and they all came to him for advice.  It seemed easiest to formalize it.  He keeps handing me backtalk, though, and he’s got a bit of a personal clique surrounding him.”  Leisel shrugged.  “I’m not saying he’s doing a bad job, but he’s not doing it the way I would, if you see what I mean.” 
 
    “Obviously, you’re keeping an eye on him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good.  Sounds like you have it under control.  What else?” 
 
    “The miners could use some more enchanted lamps.  Using flame in a coal mine isn’t a good idea.” 
 
    “Excellent point.  Bring me some shiny rocks and I’ll see what I can do later today.” 
 
    “I’ve also had some requests for children.” 
 
    “Beg pardon?” 
 
    “From the warmeet.  If you’re going to it, I can immediately place six kids with warriors here.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Being pregnant is a lot of trouble.  We try to avoid it until we find a solid situation and a good man.” 
 
    I didn’t comment on the order of her priorities.  It might not mean much. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do, but is it time-critical?  I’d rather resolve the siege first, then adopt kids.” 
 
    “Oh, sure.  Nobody’s expecting children tomorrow.  Just keep your eyes open.” 
 
    “I can do that,” I agreed. 
 
    “Now, what’s this I hear about Renata and Illaria going somewhere to be your agents?” 
 
    “Someone’s been talking behind my back,” I muttered. 
 
    “She spoke to me to request Illaria as her ishanda.” Roughly, ishanda means maid-companion.  It’s not exactly a girlfriend, but it’s more than a professional partner.  I’m not sure how to describe it.  Best friend, possibly with benefits, but not necessarily?  Battle-buddy who can share your sleeping bag?  I don’t think my native culture has an exact equivalent.  I realized the word, ishanda, was gender-neutral, though.  It didn’t specify who was male, female, or other.  It only described a relationship.  Interesting. 
 
    “Fair enough.  I want to get Renata out of reach of Sarcana until she has her kid.  I don’t want Naskarl doing something sneaky and unexpected and maybe succeeding.  If she’s looking after our interests in a faraway land, Sarcana’s people aren’t going to get lucky.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing.  I’m for it.  I only want to be sure you’re on board with this.  She is the reason Sarcana has declared a vendetta.  If we send her away, we can’t guard her.” 
 
    “I think that’s what sold Renata on the idea, actually.  She doesn’t like feeling guarded.” 
 
    “Mmm.  Possibly.  But we still can’t protect her if she’s elsewhere.” 
 
    “Trust me on this.  When I stash someone, the gods have trouble finding them.” 
 
    “I trust you.  Breakfast?” 
 
    “No, I have a couple of things to do, then I’m off for the day to handle more arrangements.  Do you need me for anything?” 
 
    “Not today.” 
 
    “Not even…?” 
 
    “Well, maybe.  Ask me again in the afternoon.” 
 
      
 
    I waited until the sun rose on my supply Earth and used the barn to shift over.  It worked perfectly and saved a lot of effort getting a gate for Bronze.  We both changed into local clothes—meaning she jumped from statue to pickup truck—and we went into Corpus Christi to finish paperwork.  There were a lot of things to cover, mostly conveniences.  Rather than try to brief Renata on the ins and outs of utility bills and checking, I authorized the bank to pay things, instead—property tax, power and water bills, all the usual things.  The local laws required an attorney be present, as well as some notarized documents, along with notification forms for the government and the utility companies… 
 
    I’m not sure which is simpler, starting a village from scratch or dealing with a bureaucracy.  It was decidedly inconvenient to set up a convenient way to pay my bills. 
 
    I also hunted down an ad in the local paper for a cleaning lady.  I found one who wasn’t part of a company, but a private and possibly off the books contractor.  Pay cash, everybody wins, all that.  I spoke to her on the phone for a while, explaining my “South American” staff didn’t speak fluent English and would be maintaining the house.  They would need help with grocery shopping and other details in the civilized world.  Annunciata was quite sympathetic and made time to come by the same day. 
 
    Annunciata was in her mid-forties, somewhat hefty, perpetually smiling, spoke Spanish with great fluency, and spoke English with moderate proficiency.  I’m sure she was on her best behavior to make a good impression, but the impression I got was of a cheerful lady with a helpful attitude.  The only thing to even vaguely cloud her smile was when I asked how she preferred to be paid—cash, check, or credit card.  Cash was her instant answer, complete with undertone of horror at the idea of the other two. 
 
    I wasn’t worried about her reporting “South Americans” in the house.  I doubted she wanted to talk to anyone in law enforcement.  I don’t know the rules on immigration between this Texas and Mexico, but I’m willing to bet it’s still something of an issue. 
 
    With all parties suitably lubricated with bribes—excuse me, I meant to say the fees were all paid—I hit an internet café and checked the delivery progress on my order.  It might arrive today, in fact.  With this cheerful news, I headed over to the local university.  There was no Texas A&M, but there was a University of the Republic of Texas.   
 
    “URT” is a terrible acronym.  Clearly, the University doesn’t have a marketing department. 
 
    A little time in the library got me a current world atlas.  Texas was a sovereign nation in this world and apparently ate most of Oklahoma at some point.  The other southern states were the Confederacy.  Most of the rest of what I knew as the United States was where I expected it to be.  I was tempted to look up the details on how and why and so forth, but I had more pressing business. 
 
    The library also had a campus directory and map.  I wandered around a bit, checking the listings and asking questions.  Finally, I knocked on a door.  I was told to come in, so I did.  As expected, the office was tiny.  Some things about academia never change.  There wasn’t much paper to be seen, but there was a computer on the desk. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    I pegged him as a grad student.  He was too young to be the professor. 
 
    “I’m looking for a couple of upperclassmen in a mechanical engineering degree program.” 
 
    “Professor Thurston is out at the moment—” 
 
    “And I want to hire them for a project.” 
 
    I had his attention. 
 
    “You want to hire students?  What sort of project?” 
 
    “A design and fabrication competition.  Fifty thousand is first place, twenty-five for second, and ten for third.  There might be another job offer after the competition is over.” 
 
    “Wait.  You said you only wanted a couple of upperclassmen.” 
 
    “Three.  Yes.  Probably the ones with the highest grade point average, but those are privileged information.  I was hoping for some recommendations by the professor.” 
 
    He glanced out into the hall. 
 
    “Close the door.” 
 
    We spent close to an hour defining exactly what I wanted.  To wit:  A crossbow. 
 
    The Tautan forces don’t use crossbows.  They’ve never invented them.  Even so, crossbows of any power require tools to cock them—goat’s foot lever, belt claw, or even a hand crank.  I was willing to sacrifice some power for the sake of mobility in cocking the thing, though.  The idea was to have a pump-action forestock, kind of like a pump shotgun with a foregrip.  Instead of loading a shell, the pump action would work a gear, ratcheting the bowstring back a little.  One could walk along while working the action several times to cock the bow before manually placing a quarrel for firing.  No extra equipment, no mobility issues, and—considering there were wizards—no gunpowder to be ignited. 
 
    Never carry firearm ammunition anywhere you might be fireballed. 
 
    I might have found something close to what I wanted with a gate search.  Trouble is, I’m a physicist, not a mechanical engineer.  While I can cope with a sawmill or windmill and design gears for it, I don’t intuitively “get” the details of how such a system would be put together.  I understand the principle just fine in the sense of energy inputs being stored in the flexing of the bow, but the actually mechanical bits?  I’m sure I could draw it out, given a few weeks. 
 
    I could even do a gate search to get an example, but made of what?  How powerful?  Composite, compound, or recurved bow?  I want something pretty darn exact.  It has to be light enough to be easily carried, powerful enough to punch through a metal-faced wooden shield, and easy enough to cock that any of my warriors can do it.  It also ought to be—ideally—simple enough to be repaired or even reproduced by the local artisans.  And how durable is this mechanism, exactly?  Will it take being dropped or—in an emergency—being used as a club?  There are a lot of finicky factors I wanted sorted out. 
 
    I suppose I could have sat down for several days, burned through a bunch of power crystals, and snatched a couple dozen variations on crossbows.  On the other hand, if I can get someone else to do the work, I don’t have to spend the power or the time.  Therefore, I commissioned a custom design. 
 
    Chuck—Charles Lockwood, the professor’s graduate assistant—had some suggestions on who to ask.  I was pleasantly surprised to get phone numbers and email addresses from him, and all without ever asking me why I wanted designs for an updated medieval weapon.  I suspect the amount of money involved was well above the project norms.  Far enough above, in fact, so he didn’t want to ruin it by asking anything not directly related to the design and fabrication. 
 
    It was well after lunchtime before I finished pitching my idea to some proto-engineers.  All three of them took the job, took a wad of cash as a retainer, and my local address for questions and/or prototype delivery.  They’re all handshake agreements, but if I get one practical, useful design out of them, I’ll call it a win. 
 
    Besides, I hate student loans. 
 
    I tanked Bronze up, filled the bed of the truck with fuel cans, and we went back and forth to the house.  I went ahead and started a repair spell on the house and the barn, simply as maintenance spells, along with a solar converter to keep them running.  Bronze wore her pickup body to drive around, playing in the dusty fields while I worked.  Then we made a couple more trips into town for furniture, sundries, and some drums of fuel.  I also made sure to have a decent supply of the local cash. 
 
    Late that afternoon, a semi pulled off the road and down the dirt drive to the house.  I opened up the barn and let him pull right through rather than force him to back it up.  He had an unloading thing mounted inside the trailer—I don’t know what it’s called—for use where there wasn’t a loading dock.  I specified the delivery would be “to the ground,” rather than “to the dock,” when I ordered it.  They charged me a fee for it, too.  At least unloading crate after crate after crate wasn’t difficult, merely tedious.  The driver unloaded a stack at a time, lowering it to the ground, and I moved them, one crate at a time, to stack them farther away, inside the barn. 
 
    I signed for the shipment, shook hands, and he circled his rig around the house to head back for the road. 
 
    What else did I need to do here?  Not much, really.  I checked the time and saw it was still daylight in the valley.  Bronze parked and moved back into the statue, I changed clothes, and we—along with a few tons of food and fuel—shifted from Earth to Tauta. 
 
    Leisel was out.  Tessera told me she was out at the western ridge, looking over the fort, so I supervised the relocation of the supplies.  The fuel went out to the bridge-fort.  Tessera and I ate a ration pack apiece.  She was impressed.  An MRE contains more than a simple entrée.  The full bag has four different things to eat, some sort of candy, a powder for drink mix, and a bunch of other things, like disposable spoon, matches, toilet paper, packets of salt, pepper, and sugar, even chewing gum.  For a soldier with her technological background, they’re a miracle. 
 
    I made sure she was aware we would use these to supplement, not replace, the food we still had.  She promised to see them stowed in one of the new—and now complete—outbuildings of the keep.  I went up to my bedroom to check on the shower arrangements. 
 
    Yep.  Working shower.  I stood under running water for my evening transformation and came as close as I ever get to enjoying it. 
 
    Firebrand reminded me, once I stepped out of the shower, about the magic lanterns request.  I did some thinking about my schedule for the night.  Bridge work, kidnapping, and lights, but in what order?  The bridge was already in motion, but I juiced it up and sped it along while I did other things.  Magic lights, then a late-night kidnapping or three?  No, kidnapping, then the enchantment.  I’d rather deal with any unexpected problems farther from sunrise. 
 
    We rode out to the fortification at the bridge.  The stone under the lowered drawbridge was already thinner and countersunk to let the drawbridge thump down level with the roadway.  Technically, it would still be possible to cross without the drawbridge, but dangerous.  When the reshaping was done, there would be a pair of narrow paths, each about a handspan wide, connecting the face of the cliff to the new end of the bridge.  It would provide auxiliary support for the wooden bridge and provide access for hidden pipes from fort to bridge.  A man might walk the length of either one like a balance beam if he didn’t mind a hundred-foot drop to tumbled rocks and water.  With the drawbridge up, getting through was still problematic. 
 
    The rest of the bridge was still as I left it: wide enough for two full-sized wagons to pass, with a stone wall on either side, about three feet high.  I walked out and started fiddling with the spells, altering the shape some more.  The most obvious change was for pillars.  It would grow ten-foot pylons vertically out of the walls, staggering them on either side, all across the bridge.  Later, we could hang lanterns and use the pylons as lampposts. 
 
    Less obvious was the piping inside the bridge walls, all leading back to a big funnel inside the fort, far up inside one of the new towers.  We might never need it, but it was nice to have it.  The fuel, a mixture of gasoline and diesel, would be stored by the main tank in a tower.  Gravity would supply the pressure to squirt it out onto the bridge. 
 
    With the bridge in progress, we headed west, crossing the valley at speed with our stealth mode active.  No sense in waking everyone.  The western fort was coming along surprisingly well.  It was mostly a curved wall enclosing an area three times as wide as the tunnel and maybe fifty yards long.  The tops of the walls were twenty feet high and still being assembled, but they were more complex than a simple wall.  The beginnings of battlements overhung the area—making them machicolations, technically—both to discourage climbing and to allow pouring oil down along the walls.  It was a fantastic killing ground. 
 
    Leisel was there, waiting for me. 
 
    “You’re up late,” I observed. 
 
    “I got distracted by the works.  Did you lay this out?” 
 
    “I did.  Why?” 
 
    “This is a murder alley.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what you think is going to come through the tunnel.” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going to come through the tunnel,” I admitted, “but I can imagine some pretty awful things.  And, since there are kustoni hordes on the other side of that hole, I thought I should lean toward the side of caution.  I figure if there are enough dead bodies to choke the tunnel, we’ll get rest breaks while they clear their dead away for another assault.  Hence the need for archers.” 
 
    Leisel bit her lip and considered the fortifications.  No one else was nearby.  Some of the workers chose to pitch tents at the site instead of commuting via transport cart, but they were all bedded down for the night.  A couple of sentries stood by the tunnel mouth, keeping a watchful eye on a series of lamps about halfway down.  Another pair of sentries walked a beat around the camp. 
 
    More buildings, I noted.  We would need at least a barracks for a full-time guard contingent. 
 
    “You worry me,” Leisel said, at last. 
 
    “I worry me,” I countered.  “How do I worry you?” 
 
    She took me by the arm and steered me toward the steps, up to the top of the wall and away from any possible ears.  When I realized this, I took a look around for the telltale signs of scrying sensors.  We were safe, at least for the moment.  Maybe the wizardly spying corps—or the wizardly voyeurs and their reality-television mirrors—were reconsidering this channel due to technical difficulties. 
 
    “Look, I gave you my word.  I’ve kept it.” 
 
    “I know.  I don’t know what’s bothering you.” 
 
    “I… I’m not entirely… it’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “Take your time.  I’ve got all night.” 
 
    “Look,” she began again, “this whole thing with the valley.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “It’s three villages, three fortresses, and a stone bridge in the middle of nowhere.  It’s like it all sprang up out of the ground!” 
 
    “Well, technically, a lot of it did spring—” 
 
    “Stop.  Just… stop.”  She paced back and forth along the incomplete battlement for a moment.  “It’s just too… too… I don’t know.  I’m not a poet.  I don’t know what to call it.” 
 
    “It’s too fast?  Too sudden?” 
 
    “Partly.  It’s more… I think it’s the way you… you don’t seem to care about anything, not really.  It’s like this is just some minor chore to you.  It’s like having to dig a latrine before you can use it.  Like with the weather magic to do your spying on Sarcana.  Or the big pipe in the first mine.  You fixed on your objective and carved a hole through anything in the way.”  She waved a hand eastward, taking in everything.  “This valley… it’s all part of some larger thing you have to do, right?” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.  My purpose here isn’t to build a valley of happy farmers and villages.  They’re stepping-stones on the way to my objective, though.  I’m not so sure it’ll work out anymore, but I might still manage.”  I sighed.  “I didn’t think anyone would be upset at having new mines, new farms, new territories.  I thought people would be delighted, actually.  Aren’t they?” 
 
    “It’s not all disposable?” she asked, ignoring my question. 
 
    “I guess I’d have to know what you mean by disposable,” I admitted.  “If things change to the point where I can’t sit down and live quietly in this place, it won’t serve my purposes.  I’d have to hand it over to someone who wanted it—you, Naskarl, someone in Sarashda, whoever—and try to find some other spot for myself.” 
 
    “That’s your goal?” 
 
    “What’s my goal?” 
 
    “To have a quiet place to live?” 
 
    “As far as the valley is concerned, yes.” 
 
    Leisel looked hard at me in the moonlight.  She knew my eyes were an illusion, but it’s a really good illusion.  She couldn’t help but search my face for some sign. 
 
    “You,” she said, finally, “are an entity of enormous power.” 
 
    Leisel is a lot of things, but she’s not stupid. 
 
    “Guilty,” I admitted.  “And?” 
 
    “I’m afraid of you.  No,” she corrected herself, “I’m afraid of what you will do.” 
 
    “You’re still here.” 
 
    “I’m also not a coward.  I won’t give in to my fear.” 
 
    “Maybe I should take lessons from you.” 
 
    “Don’t mock me!” 
 
    “Who’s mocking?  I’m a semi-professional coward.  I can think of numerous occasions when my courage was in question.” 
 
    Leisel’s expression—and the colors of her spirit—were not the sort to indicate belief. 
 
    “What I’m getting at,” she went on, “is I’ve seen you do things.”  She hooked a thumb at the western ridge.  “That was a hill when we got here.  Now it’s a cliff-sized wall with a tunnel through it.  I didn’t send ten thousand masons to build it, yet here it is.  Not so long ago, you talked about bending the weather to your will.  I’ve noticed it’s cooler here than when we arrived.  And the rocks we keep dumping across the courtyard of the keep sink into the ground.  You have odd ears, strange eyes, and a tongue beyond description.  You reach into holes in the world and draw out huge bars of gold!  And don’t even get me started on the sword of fire or the metal horse.” 
 
    Bronze snorted below.  I heard Firebrand chuckle. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it and I’ve come to the conclusion I was wrong,” she finished. 
 
    “Wrong?  About what?” 
 
    “You’re not a returned soul.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you are,” she admitted, “but you’re… something powerful.  I don’t know what you are.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Now, see, that doesn’t help!” she cried, and hushed herself.  More quietly, she went on.  “I’ve been afraid you were a demon.” 
 
    “But you know I’m not?” 
 
    “I don’t think you are.” 
 
    “I don’t think I am either, if it helps.” 
 
    “Not much.  A demon wouldn’t admit it.  Still, blood runs toward you like rain into the sea.  That bothers me.  Even so, a demon wouldn’t be so… so… you’re nice.  No, I take it back.  You are not nice.  You’re brutal and ruthless, but you keep trying to be… be… be kind.  You’re unpredictable.  I don’t know what you are or what your ultimate goals are, and this frightens me.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    I walked along the battlement, hands clasped behind me, thinking.  What do I say?  Do I give her the full briefing on vampires, chaos hybrids, and blood-drinking fiends?  Do I explain about nuclear warfare, chaos engulfing a whole world, and traveling in time?  Does she need to know any of that?  Do I want to admit any of that?  And why… 
 
    “Answer me something.” 
 
    “If I can,” she agreed. 
 
    “Why is this bothering you now?  Why didn’t you bring this up last night?  You had a perfect opportunity to discuss it while we were resting.” 
 
    Leisel turned away and looked into the killing ground.  The sentries had moved from either side of the tunnel to stand inside it, several paces in.  Clearly, they didn’t want to be part of the discussion, despite low voices. 
 
    “My problem is I care about you,” she whispered. 
 
    “I told you I didn’t demand it.” 
 
    “I didn’t think I would!” 
 
    “Me, either.” 
 
    She turned to face me, dark eyes large and sad. 
 
    “Why did you have to be… like you are?  You’re strange and sometimes incomprehensible.  You’re powerful and deadly.  You’re also like a child, sometimes so innocent about even the simplest things.  And now I have to wonder why.” 
 
    “Why now?” I repeated. 
 
    “Tomorrow, the Temple is sending a triskarte to ask for our surrender.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “And if you’re a demon, they’ll be able to tell.  They’re priests, after all.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I don’t want to find out that way,” she said, softly.  “I don’t want to have to watch you burn.” 
 
    “I promise you, I won’t be the one to burn.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!  Don’t say it like that!” 
 
    “What I mean to say is I’m not a demon.  I might be mistaken for a demon—you, yourself, wonder, don’t you?—but I am not a demon.  If it looks as though they’re going to point the finger and declare me a demon, they won’t live to finish the sentence.  No,” I corrected, “that won’t help.  No, if they go down that road, I’ll leave you a valley while I vanish forever.  Either way, I won’t stand still and give them a free shot at me.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I want the valley.” 
 
    “If I have to go, you can have whatever is here.  I’ll start over somewhere else.” 
 
    “I…” she trailed off.  She turned to face the western ridge.  “There’s a wall between us and the barbarians.” 
 
    “Uh… yes?” 
 
    “Then there’s a fort, and a valley, and another fort, and a bridge, between the barbarians and the Empire.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There’s the Sea of Shoals beyond the eastern coast, which no ship has crossed since the days before the Empire.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “It is easier to walk from the barbarian lands to the middle of the sea than it is for me to explain my feelings to you.” 
 
    “Ah.  Well, that’s probably my fault.” 
 
    “Is it?” she asked, sadly. 
 
    “Feelings are usually either obvious to me or completely confusing—not much of a middle ground.” 
 
    “Maybe we should hire a poet, next.” 
 
    “Let me know how much to allocate and I’ll add it to the budget.” 
 
    “Right there.  That’s an example.” 
 
    “Of?” 
 
    “How you talk.  How it’s all wrong.” 
 
    “How am I wrong?” 
 
    “You act as though the most difficult things are casual.  Money?  Have all you want, like it doesn’t matter.  Raise a ridge into a wall?  Grow a tower of stone?  Ignore a vendetta?  Conquer a great House?  Cure the sick, heal the broken, give life to the dead?  For all I know, you make fire rain from the sky and make mountains walk.” 
 
    I kept my mouth shut. 
 
    “Everything is… simple,” she went on.  “Well, no, not simple.  It’s like nothing is beyond you.  That’s what frightens me.” 
 
    I thought about it for a bit.  From her perspective, given what she knew, maybe I do give that impression.  I know I have some rather sharp limitations, and I avoid pushing the envelope because I hate paper cuts.  Everything she mentioned as examples of me being all super-powerful and such are less impressive to me.  I know how they’re done.  I also know how drastic the difference is between walking over a bridge and leaping a gorge.  The western wall of the valley didn’t spring up with a rumble of earth and stone in a matter of seconds.  It took quite a while with gradual, almost imperceptible changes.  The changes added up. 
 
    In other ways, I’m even more limited.  I don’t have anything to do with the Temple because I don’t want to burst into flames.  I wear cloaking spells so wizards don’t find out what I am.  I try not to drink blood around survivors so as not to give away clues—with the exception of Leisel, of course.  My whole trip into the world of Tauta is me avoiding angels and similar celestial entities in the Earth realms because I’m not equipped to deal with them effectively.  At least, not yet.  They’re on my list, the bastards. 
 
    “I see why you believe that,” I told her.  “I think I see.  Don’t mistake me.  I am a powerful entity.  I admit it.  I hope I’m generally a kind one, too.  I do try to be nice.  I have my limits, though.”  I chuckled.  “I’m an avenger, not a guardian.  Have you ever heard of a guardian… uh…” I struggled for a moment.  The Tautan language didn’t have a word for “angel.”  They have one for “demon,” but not for “angel.”  Interesting.  “Nevermind.  My point is, I’m as fallible as the next guy.  And you don’t need to be afraid of me.  I mean you no harm, and I’m actively interested in your welfare—and your advice.  I want your guidance in using my powers for the good of the people in the valley.” 
 
    “I think you’re scaring me even more.” 
 
    “What?  Why?” 
 
    “The idea I’m partly responsible for how such power is used.” 
 
    “Imagine how terrified I am.” 
 
    Leisel cocked her head and looked at me. 
 
    “Why does that make me feel better?” 
 
    “Maybe because if I’m scared of the responsibility, I must be taking it seriously.” 
 
    “Yes.  Yes, I think that’s it.  I still have this terrible feeling, though.” 
 
    “What can I do to make it go away?” 
 
    “Tell me it’s not all building up only to come crashing down?”  She crossed her arms and clutched at her shoulders, as though cold.  “I’ve never had my life… it’s never gone so well.  Even with Sarcana camped on the road, things… things look good in the valley.  I’m important and powerful and I have—”  She broke off, swallowed, continued.  “Things are going better than I could have dreamed.  I have never been so… so… things are so good right now.” 
 
    “You finally have something to lose.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  She stepped close and whispered.  “What price am I going to pay?  This can’t be my luck.  There’s some sort of bill coming due and I’m afraid of what it will be.  I’m afraid I’ll pay it, regardless of the cost.  Or will everything crumble beneath me?” 
 
    I wondered how many other people have had the same feeling, and how many of them had it while hanging around with me.  Lissette sprang to mind, as did Tamara. 
 
    “I can’t promise the future,” I admitted.  “I don’t think anyone can.  But I will promise to do the best I can for you.” 
 
    “You already have.” 
 
    “And that’s why you’re afraid.” 
 
    “You do understand.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.  I understand.” 
 
      
 
    Leisel rode back to the keep.  I rode westward through the tunnel, thinking. 
 
    Is this place going to be calm enough for me?  All I want—all I need—is someplace outside the Earth timelines so I can do some research.  I need to be unbothered by extraneous things, like ruling a kingdom or out-thinking gods or negotiating with terrorists.  Have I already ruined this place for my plans? 
 
    I have the idea to simply pack up and leave, but… well… I also have an overdeveloped sense of responsibility.  Maybe this will all work out and I can settle down into a quiet life for a decade or three.  That’s when I can get serious work done on all my larger problems. 
 
    As we headed into kustoni lands, Firebrand attracted my attention. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I have a question. 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    This Leisel—she’s really weirded out by your demonic attributes. 
 
    “First, they’re not demonic attributes.  They’re characteristics caused by maintaining a homeostatic balance between living flesh and a chaos infestation.  Second, that’s not a question.” 
 
    Yeah, but it relates.  While you two were busy doing the feelings thing, I got the impression she was mostly worried about the Temple. 
 
    “To be fair, I’m worried about the Temple.” 
 
    Say what? 
 
    “Look, they have priests and gods and who knows what else in this world.  I’ve barely scratched the surface.  Up to now, I’ve been avoiding anything involving religion as best I can.  I have some basic, latent knowledge of the Temples, obviously, but I was hoping to keep a nice hands-off policy and stay far enough away to avoid contact.  Now they’re coming here to stick their noses in.  From what I’ve heard, it sounds like an inspection.  I’d almost call it an inquisition, but I’m expecting them.  I’m wondering if they’re on to me, somehow, and if they’ve manipulated events to give them the perfect excuse to show up with an anti-demon hit squad without arousing my suspicions.” 
 
    Paranoid much, Boss? 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Fair enough.  I don’t think Leisel is worried about that, though. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    Well, some, yeah, but she’s more concerned about how the Temple will treat the valley.  I don’t know why. 
 
    “I seem to have the idea the Temple has a lot of authority in some sort of indirect fashion.  They have to approve some of the things the secular rulers do.  Adoptions across caste lines.  Inheritance.  Stuff like that.  They probably have to pass on any new territories being opened up, new Houses established, and the like.  Maybe this is more than a surrender negotiation.  Maybe it’s a full-on evaluation of our fitness as a community.” 
 
    Too complicated for me, Boss.  All I got was a lot of free-floating anxiety from her. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’ve got enough of that on my own.  Thanks for telling me, though.” 
 
    No sweat. 
 
    I raided the nearest kustoni village, it being handy.  I brought restraints, mostly because I planned to grab at least two of their women.  I wasn’t sure if their society placed more value on younger, breeding females or on older, wise-woman types.  Whichever, I’d get one of each and find out while they were subjected to civilized trade goods. 
 
    Bronze waited in the woods.  I crept forward, tendrils stretched wide, draining the life out of everything bigger than a mouse as I approached.  I didn’t kill anyone, but a lot of people would wake up tired in the morning.  It made stealing my targets pretty simple.  Hauling them back was even easier. 
 
    The guard on watch in the keep dungeon took custody and I went upstairs to make more non-flammable lamps for the mines.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 25th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    Shortly before dawn, Leisel knocked on the door of my workroom.  I suspect she sensed the diminishing of magical force as I completed my latest enchanted, light-emitting pebble.  Her timing was too perfect. 
 
    “All done?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.  I may have more lamps than you need, but you’ll need them all eventually, I guess.” 
 
    “No doubt.” 
 
    “Did you get any sleep?” 
 
    “A little.  I wanted to catch you before you did anything unpredictable today.” 
 
    “Oh?  Like what?” 
 
    “Like vanish to the warmeet in Sarashda.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m going.  I have other things I could be doing.  Don’t we expect a bunch of priests to show up?” 
 
    “Three.  A triskarte from the Temple in Sarashda.  As your vidat, I can handle them in your absence.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” I asked, and Leisel visibly restrained herself from rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure.  I’m also sure I don’t want you here while they are.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you’re a warrior, a wizard, a virazu, and a Mazhani, all at once, possibly a demon, and the gods alone know what else.  Now is not the time for them to be asking questions along those lines.  We want them to come, look around, and go away.” 
 
    “What’s a virazu?” 
 
    “The male version of a varazu.” 
 
    “Which is…?” 
 
    Leisel explained.  A virazu is a professional male prostitute.  In some respects, it’s a high-priced courtesan with a clear emphasis on bedroom sports, but included more than sex.  Think of a professional escort who makes house calls. 
 
    “Think I could make a living at it?” I asked, curious. 
 
    “No.  Well, maybe.  The word of mouth on your tongue would get around.  You could use some lessons in the finer points of entertaining a woman, though.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to offend, but I won’t lie to you.  You make a woman happy, but you’re not a professional.”  She cocked her head in thought.  “You know, if you were willing to take some lessons, you might be able to add another occupation to your list.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Good.  Now, go ahead to the warmeet,” she advised.  “You can take some guards with you and gauge the mood of the council of nine.” 
 
    “I can?” 
 
    “You can take people with you, can’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I meant the part about gauging their mood.  If I’m beating on people at a warmeet, the council isn’t my first priority.” 
 
    “And you’ll have guards who can do it for you while everyone is watching you.” 
 
    “Huh.  All right.  But if I’m going to the warmeet, I have to finish setting up the closet and put Renata in it.” 
 
    Leisel’s face was a study in surprise.  I grinned at her. 
 
    “It’s a magical closet,” I clarified.  “It’s like a magic wardrobe in some ways, but with fewer lions.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Trust me, it’s for the best.  Let me get a couple of details worked out while you get Renata and… oh, she gave me a name…” 
 
    Illaria, Firebrand supplied, as Leisel said the same thing. 
 
    “Right, her.  They’re about to depart and then I’ll depart.” 
 
    “Do you have any instructions about the kustoni women?” 
 
    “Not really.  Treat them well, feed them well, show them everything a woman might want—and we can provide—and let nature take its course.  I’ll take them home when you feel they’re ready, but don’t tell them that.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “And maybe keep them away from the priests.  If the priests aren’t as neutral as we hope, or if they’re blabbermouths, the presence of kustoni might get someone to thinking we’re friendly with them, which we don’t want them thinking.  At least, not yet.” 
 
    “Do I have a head injury?” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Then I’m not stupid enough to tell the triskarte anything.  I’ll send for Renata and Illaria.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I added a couple of subroutines to the shift-closet.  I wanted Renata and Illaria to be able to come back anytime they ran into local trouble.  Police?  Burglar?  Hurricane off the Gulf?  Tidal wave?  Or simply out of cash?  Whatever, they should be able to return simply by stepping in and closing the door. 
 
    But while they were over there, I wanted the connection to cut, not simply go on hold through a micro-gate.  If they hit a nice time-skip forward, Renata would have a baby born and in her arms as soon as I went to the trouble of clicking on her universe repeatedly.  They might come back sooner to let me know my crossbow designs were ready.  It didn’t matter if only a second passed here since they could control the transit. 
 
    The trick was to make sure one didn’t come back for instructions and strand the other for a thousand years while she was here.  So, when the booths triggered from their end, there would be a micro-gate connection until someone went back.  I had to set that up and test it to make sure it performed as expected.  It did, but it necessitated a temporary disconnect from my supply Earth.  When I reconnected and looked, the clock on the wall was roughly where it was before, but it didn’t display the date.  The weather outside looked much the same, so it was the same time of year, at least… 
 
    I gave it some thought while showering for the sunrise.  It should be sufficient.  Hang around the house, do whatever you like, and come back if you need anything.  It’s not like they were all that far away.  We would be literally just down the hall. 
 
    Renata and Illaria were attentive to my instructions and advice.  I sent them back and forth through the shift-booth so they could see how it operated.  It’s too simple to accept, sometimes.  Close a door and open it again, poof, somewhere else.  The brain doesn’t like it.  They adapted, though, and disappeared into the Republic of Texas. 
 
    They didn’t immediately return with a baby.  Well, I’d fiddle with the relative time-streams later, if necessary.  Besides, I didn’t want my engineers thinking I’d forgotten them. 
 
    Down in the shift-barn, the supplies were already hauled out and put away.  Since I already had a wire gate mounted on the wall, I had my bodyguards meet us there while I fetched the tyrannosaur skull.  I recognized Velina and Tessera, but not the other two.  Bronze took her position in the middle, I sat on her, and the guards each stood next to a leg. 
 
    “How’s this big circle-thing work?” Tessera asked, eyeing the wire embedded in the barn wall. 
 
    “The magic wire will act like a scrying mirror,” I told her.  “When you see the image of a place appear in it, step through and we’ll be in the place, itself.” 
 
    “So, magic wire, magic door?” 
 
    “Pretty much.  Just stay with Bronze when she steps forward and everything will be fine.” 
 
    She didn’t seem entirely pleased with it, but she accepted it.  I, on the other hand, spent some of the charge from one of my larger power crystals to open a point-to-point gate.  It was the standard size for riding through—meaning “huge and expensive”—but it was in the same universe and had a target locus.  The main tunnels through the arena where they hold the warmeet were large enough for Bronze, although the side tunnels up into the stands weren’t.  I used my pocket mirror to aim for one of the structural arches inside and waited until the tunnel was clear.  I opened the gate and we all stepped smartly through. 
 
    The gate closed behind us and I heard someone let out a huge breath. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it,” I advised into the dimness.  “It can be disorienting the first time.” 
 
    “Do we have to do it again to go back?” 
 
    “Yes.”  I failed to mention I’d be casting a gate spell on the way back.  Let them think my “magic wire” could be used remotely. 
 
    I dismounted and realized we didn’t bring lunch.  I really need to plan ahead.  I also owed Hazir for last time.  So I sent one of my bodyguards to buy lunch—a lot of lunch.  Like, several street vendors and all their wares.  We might as well feed everyone.  Goodwill in Sarashda couldn’t be a bad thing during a vendetta. 
 
    The rest of us went into the arena, two of them carrying the toothy trophy.  Hazir wasn’t there, yet, but I more than half-recognized the other warriors.  A few raised their hands in greeting.  I returned the gesture as my bodyguards found us a bench.  The ladies put the skull down on the sand nearby.  One of my greeters came over and, since he didn’t have a weapon drawn, the ladies let him. 
 
    “Hail and well-met, Al of House Lucard,” he said, and we traded the ritual high-five.  He didn’t announce himself with his name, since we’d already met. 
 
    “Hello.  I’m sorry, but I don’t want to mispronounce your name.” 
 
    “Zanthar, of House Olanthor.” 
 
    “Zanthar,” I repeated.  “Aren’t you the one I flipped and disarmed?” 
 
    His broad face split in a gap-toothed grin. 
 
    “I’m pleased you remember.  I was wondering if we could practice that move again?  I don’t think I have it right.” 
 
    “Happy to.  We have a few minutes.” 
 
    “Before we do, may I ask about that?” he asked, nodding toward the tyrannosaur skull. 
 
    “Did you know Huron?” 
 
    “Of Lonoseer?  Yes.” 
 
    “His final employment was with me, hunting monsters.”  I jerked a thumb at the grinning skull.  “We went after one of those.  He died to kill it, as he intended.” 
 
    Zanthar moved a couple of steps to stand over it, hands held behind his back to avoid touching it.  He shook his head in wonder. 
 
    “I always respected Huron,” he observed, “and I obviously didn’t respect him enough.  It’s bound for the Temple?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “May we have it on a bench?  Others will want to see.” 
 
    “Sure.”  So we moved it onto a bench.  Warriors lined up to see it.  Professional interest?  Or something like paying one’s respects?  Maybe a bit of both. 
 
    Zanthar and I, along with the warriors who were finished ogling the bones, worked on improving their form with one type of hip-throw.  I found myself teaching quite a number of people how to do it, in fact, and adding elaborations. 
 
    “Once you break his balance and have him on the way to the ground, you can keep hold of his hand,” I pointed out, moving slowly through the maneuver with a willing victim.  “He’s now on the ground, but I still have his sword-hand.  It’s a simple matter to step around it, still holding on, and twist, so.”  I took the wooden sword from his hand and helped him up.  “Now you do it.” 
 
    I also had a few private words with each person I worked with.  Not a general announcement, only a quiet comment whenever I helped someone up or accepted help. 
 
    “If you’re not employed, talk to me after.  I have a siege to lift.” 
 
    The response was mostly raised eyebrows and silence.  I like it when people can control their curiosity and their mouths. 
 
    Hazir came in with his servants while I was demonstrating.  He moved to a bench and watched, clearly amused.  We didn’t get a chance to talk before someone blew a horn and the formalities started.  Everyone circled up while the council of nine—someone already moved up into Tobar’s empty seat—looked down on us. 
 
    I recalled the suggestion I bring back some kids.  There was one up for adoption, but I didn’t try for him.  I’m not against it, but I still think we should wait until after the active vendetta is over.  We already had some adoptions to the valley, but I suppose it’s not my call. 
 
    Business went as usual, but I noticed a trend.  Among the warriors, I think I’m fairly well-respected and possibly even liked.  I think it has to do with being a First willing to get dirty, fancy armor and all, with the real warriors.  I kept my mouth shut and smiled at everyone who looked my way.  I also took note of who tried not to look at me, or dropped their eyes, or openly stared.  They might be working for Sarcana or an allied House. 
 
    When the challenge period started, my three bodyguards—the fourth wasn’t back, yet—each took a turn excusing themselves to challenge their respective next-highest rung on the ladder.  They won, too.  Velina did so with a vicious smile.  Tessera with a happy laugh and a quick, easy victory.  Up in the stands, the privileged few spectating were mixed in their reactions.  Quite a lot of them were unhappy about the victories.  I couldn’t tell if they were family members, gamblers, or belonged to Sarcana. 
 
    Nobody challenged for my position in the hierarchy of Sarcana’s warriors.  My position still changed, however—twice, in fact.  A plate-armored warrior came up to me as I sat down on the bench, in the shade, between Hazir and the skull.  I recognized him.  Osric pointed him out, once, as the man directly above me in rank. 
 
    “Ivellar of Balladan,” he said. 
 
    “Al of Lucard.”  Again the ceremonial high-five. 
 
    “I am twentieth of the First,” Ivellar went on.  “You are twenty-first.” 
 
    “I thought I was twenty-second?” 
 
    “Tobar is no more, so all have risen.” 
 
    “Ah.  Makes sense.  What can I do for you, Ivellar?” 
 
    “Accept my surrender.” 
 
    “I accept your surrender,” I told him, and wondered what it meant.  I found out when he marched into the center of the arena, held his crested helmet in the crook of one arm, and signaled someone to blow a horn.  Practice stopped and everyone looked at him. 
 
    “Al of House Lucard, twenty-first of the First of Sarashda, is a more capable warrior than I,” he declared.  “I should be cast down and he lifted up, so I surrender my rank to him, accepting the rank of twenty-first, beneath him.” 
 
    Without another word, he turned and marched out of the arena.  Everyone watched him go.  Practice resumed, gradually, amid a hubbub of commentary. 
 
    “When’s the last time someone surrendered?” I asked Hazir. 
 
    “I do not recall.  It is a rare thing.” 
 
    “Is Ivellar in trouble?” 
 
    “He is somewhat disgraced,” Hazir admitted, “yet he is also to be commended.  His rank is diminished, but his honor is the greater, if you see what I mean.” 
 
    “Respect him for telling the truth, even if it’s an embarrassing truth?” 
 
    “Something like that.  Enough.  How have you been?  I have wondered.” 
 
    “Oh, you know how it is.  Find a valley, start some mines, clear some land, plant some seeds, build some houses, anger a House, start a vendetta, endure a siege—pretty normal, all things considered.”  Hazir chuckled at my litany, thinking it a joke.  “How have you been?” I went on. 
 
    “Well.  I enjoy my work, for the most part.  Let us return to this siege of which you speak.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Your home is surrounded?” 
 
    “No, no.  They have a blocking force keeping supply wagons from coming into the valley.” 
 
    “Ah.  Did you escape before they were emplaced?” 
 
    “No, I went around them.  They’re only a blocking force, not a full perimeter.”  I went on to explain the layout and Hazir nodded his understanding. 
 
    “Will you surrender?” 
 
    “Not today.” 
 
    “Speaking of surrender,” he went on, more quietly. 
 
    “Yes?” I encouraged, also lowing my voice. 
 
    “There are those who believe you would be a worthy addition to the council of nine.” 
 
    “It’s a long way to go from here,” I objected. 
 
    “You are twentieth.  Ten places stand between you and the council.” 
 
    I felt a cold sensation.  Partly because he was right—I was surprisingly close to a position of authority—and partly because I was so close to being sucked into a local political struggle. 
 
    Then I realized I was my own House, had a vendetta going on, and was in the middle of a de facto war while attempting to establish diplomatic relations with a foreign power—the barbarians.  Add in the formal visit from the Temple scheduled for today and I was more involved in politics than I thought. 
 
    My comment was somewhat vulgar, but Hazir took it in stride. 
 
    “Are you interested in a seat on the council?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I thought not.  You do not seem to be as ambitious as some I could name.” 
 
    “Good.  Why does anyone want me on the warriors’ council, anyway?” 
 
    “After.” 
 
    I nodded.  We’d talk after the warmeet. 
 
    “I do have a request, however, if you will indulge me,” he added. 
 
    “You can request anything.  I might not agree.” 
 
    “Would you challenge Thurin of Gazlin?” 
 
    “Is he nineteenth?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can I do that once the challenges are over and practice is started?” 
 
    “A challenge may be issued at any time during a warmeet.  Most do not challenge after they have worn their edge in practice.  As members of the First, of course, we seldom exert ourselves so.  And a surrender is not a challenge, so you are not limited to a single rank today.” 
 
    “Is this part of someone’s agenda to put me on the council of nine?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I thought about it.  I didn’t know what Hazir wanted, or even if Hazir was the one wanting anything.  He obviously believed it was a good idea, though, and I liked him.  If someone wanted me on the council for a damn good reason—a good reason to me—I might decide to do it.  If so, I wouldn’t want to waste any time.  If not, I would still be nine challenges away from a council seat. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed.  “Where is he?” 
 
    Hazir nodded toward him.  Thurin was a broad-shouldered man with a short beard, medium height, with the usual dark skin and eyes.  His helm was done in some sort of predatory fish motif.  I didn’t recognize the fish, but it was toothy and sharp-finned.  I wouldn’t want to hold the helmet without gauntlets, much less hold the actual fish.  Thurin sipped something from a goblet and handed it back to his cup-bearer, chuckling the while at his companion—another First, from the armor, but I didn’t know his name. 
 
    The thought struck me that I’d never seen a female First.  Because their fighting style didn’t lend itself to plate armor?  Or because plate armor was heavy and handicapped them?  Women do have, on average, less muscle mass, but all the ones I’ve seen in the warrior caste look quite capable of wearing it effectively.  Maybe it’s the fighting style?  Regardless of their strength, they tend to favor a faster, more agile technique.  If I dug up enough aluminum or titanium we might equalize the playing field. 
 
    I put the idea on hold and sent Velina to issue the challenge.  I set aside my swords with Hazir and Tessera before going through the racks of wooden weapons for something to simulate Firebrand.  Thurin noticed.  I suppose he would.  I was suddenly the man directly below him in rank, and a surrender didn’t count as a challenge.  He looked concerned, bordering on worried. 
 
    With my stick selected, I showed off a little, whipping it around as fast as I dared.  It made a lovely whistling noise, quite loud. 
 
    Then the horn sounded and Velina announced the formalities of a challenge for standing.  I’m not sure what Thurin said during the announcement, but it was only one word. 
 
    Still, he couldn’t turn down a challenge to his rank.  He picked up his shield and a suitable sword-stick while the surprised warriors hustled back to the walls.  Thurin marched to the center of the arena and I met him there.  The council of nine sat up by their rail and one of them signaled us to begin. 
 
    Thurin fought well, with excellent footwork and a lightning-fast riposte I did not like at all.  His weakness was the same as all the First: practice doesn’t equal experience.  Since I was challenging, he made me come to him, rather than me leading him on an exhausting chase around the arena.  I finally beat his shield enough to hurt his arm.  He started fighting more defensively, using his sword as well as his shield to deflect high-line attacks.  I brought down a two-handed blow toward his helmet and he raised his sword to block, but he didn’t get the edge of his shield up in time.  The blow, backed by strength and weight, drove his stick down anyway.  My hit rang his helmet and his bell.  This let me grab the edge of his shield and rotate it, down and around and up, forcing his arm up behind his back as I placed my stick alongside his neck from behind. 
 
    I’ll say this for him.  He wasn’t a quitter.  He tried to hit me with his own stick, but I blocked it with the strong of my faux blade and kicked his knees while pushing him forward, dropping him face-first to the sand.  I put a foot on his sword-hand and tapped him in the back of the neck a few times, gently, with the blunted point of my stick. 
 
    “I don’t want to break it,” I told him, quietly, and he quit struggling.  He let go of his stick and I helped him up. 
 
    “Thurin of Gazlin yields,” he announced.  There was some more ceremonial language before they let us sit down.  I carried his shield for him as I helped him to his bench and sat him down. 
 
    “You’re uncommonly decent, Al,” he observed, as I straightened out his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s how I was raised,” I replied.  “I’ve also done unspeakable things.” 
 
    “You don’t seem the type.” 
 
    “Don’t make me angry.  You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.” 
 
    He winced as I moved his arm into a sling-carry position. 
 
    “I believe you.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” I assured him.  I didn’t tell him about the healing spell.  It didn’t seem wise. 
 
    “Al?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I don’t agree with them,” he said, almost whispering, “but I won’t oppose them.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Are you not…?” 
 
    “Not what?” I asked.  He glanced around. 
 
    “Perhaps I misspoke.  Forget it.” 
 
    I accepted a long cloth from one of his servants and leaned forward to tie it behind his neck, making a sling. 
 
    “I’m not sure I agree, either,” I whispered, since it was true.  Who were “they” and what did “they” think?  Was it Hazir and whoever was trying to get my voice on the council of nine?  Or, rather, trying to get me on the council of nine to argue in “their” favor?  There’s a lot going on where I can’t see it.  Do I care?  Should I investigate?  Is it important?  No, better question.  Is it important to me? 
 
    Thurin nodded and replied more loudly. 
 
    “Yes, that’s fine.  Thank you.” 
 
    “You did well,” I complimented him, also at a more normal volume. 
 
    The horn sounded, signaling lunch, and half a dozen pushcarts came in.  The guardswoman I sent off to fetch back food did an excellent job of it.  The carts rolled in and a few warriors moved to help, what with the sand floor.  The surprise at free food turned immediately to muffled cheering as a bunch of hungry people started chomping.  Then the cart with barrels of beer rolled in and the cheering doubled. 
 
    If you’re going to feed a bunch of warriors, get a warrior to select the menu. 
 
    After a lengthy lunch, the pushcarts rolled out again and we all got back to work.  The rest of the warmeet was filled with the usual exercises.  It was nice to get down and dirty again without actually trying to kill anyone.  Maybe I need to do this more often.  Let off a little steam.  The practice sessions in the morning are nice, when I make it, but I’m educating people.  I feel like their teacher.  They want to learn something new.  These warriors don’t know me as well.  They just want to get in there and have a good, old-fashioned fight!  It’s quite a different atmosphere. 
 
    The council of nine finally stood up and dismissed us.  They trooped out and the rest of the warriors trickled out of the arena.  Two dozen or so hung back, taking their time about leaving.  Hazir was the only member of the First to remain, possibly because we had an appointment to talk.  When it was clear no one else was going to leave, they drifted over to me.  I pitched them the idea of hiring on.   
 
    “Ain’t you in vendetta with Sarcana?” one inquired, squinting at me. 
 
    “At the moment, yes.  They have a small force blockading the road to keep us from getting supplies into my valley.” 
 
    “And I suppose you’d like us to break through?” 
 
    “Funnily enough, no.  At least, not yet.  I’d rather hire a larger force and overwhelm them than try a skirmish and fail.” 
 
    “What’s it pay?” 
 
    I turned to Velina and muttered with her over the price of meaty violence for a bit, then raised it ten percent and made it an offer.  Most of them took it, so Velina handed out money and accepted their service on my behalf.  She sent them into the tunnels of the arena to check it for ambushes and guard our path out while Hazir and I discussed other matters. 
 
    “What’s the story?” I asked.  “Who’s angling to put me on the council of nine and why?” 
 
    “Straight to the point?” 
 
    “I don’t like being edgy.” 
 
    “In short, I—among others—believe you have the skill to rise to the council on your own.  Yet, you do not have the ambition.  You disdain the ladder of ranking.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “You also wield powers, ah… not commonly found among the warriors.” 
 
    “I have a lot of magical gadgets.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he agreed, dryly.  “Quite a number of them.” 
 
    We looked at each other in silence for several seconds. 
 
    “All right, you’ve made your point on that,” I admitted.  “Go on.” 
 
    Hazir gestured and we began to walk around the arena, side by side.  Velina and Tessera followed at a discrete distance while the other two stayed by the main arena entrance and watched. 
 
    “I am told you are familiar with the vikrasa heresy?” 
 
    Vikrasa, loosely translated, means “of all colors.”  Combined with the word for “heresy,” I concluded my incident with a priest and some paint did not go unnoticed.  I’d be a fool to think I started it, so maybe I wasn’t the first to make such observations.  On the other hand, Hazir—and, if I guessed right, a whole conspiracy—was involved with this vikrasa heresy and wanted my help. 
 
    And here I thought I was doing a decent job of avoiding religious entanglements.  Mostly. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it,” I admitted, “but I also think I might know it.” 
 
    “No doubt.  No doubt,” Hazir agreed.  “As members of the First, it is not a common thing, this heresy.  The lower orders, however, find it much more appealing.” 
 
    “How did you get involved?” 
 
    “I fought my way into the ranks of the First,” he replied.  “It was neither swift nor simple, but now I have risen as far as my natural talents can take me.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  So, why is this more popular among the fighters, rather than the First?” 
 
    “The movement of an army requires many servants and great expense.  Often, warriors are tasked with things not normally associated with combat.  Digging latrines, washing dishes, sewing to repair tents, making and mending of all sorts…” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware.” 
 
    “Some are even talented physickers, such as yourself—especially those who have seen much of the physicker’s art on the battlefield.” 
 
    “And another dozen occupations outside their caste,” I agreed.  “We’re pretty versatile when we need to be, because if we’re not, we’re dead.” 
 
    “You don’t find it strange how people can learn so many different things?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because people can learn anything they put their minds to.  Talent counts for a lot—I’ll never been a great musician—but learning to do something at all?  Anyone can learn the basics, at least.” 
 
    “Your words echo the vikrasa.  The Temple would have you believe the souls of men are made up of a single shade, reflecting their caste.  The purity of light divided into many colors, each with its place, shown in the rainbow.” 
 
    “This still doesn’t explain why you want me on the council of nine.” 
 
    “Some believe the warriors are the purest souls,” he stated.  “We encompass many skills, many trades.  Some say this is reason for the warriors to rule.” 
 
    “I keep hearing you say ‘some say.’  What does Hazir say?” 
 
    “The vikrasa heresy does not speak so.  I merely point out some interpret it in such a manner.  As for myself, I am reluctant to say men of arms are natural rulers.  I do believe we are closer to a purified soul than the other castes.  We require an inner discipline to rise in our ranks, to master one’s self and one’s weapons.  Such a discipline is not present—or, let us say, not as pronounced—in other castes.  This does not make us rulers, merely… frees us to be whatever we wish.  Once we master our art—such as a First who gains a seat on the council of nine—we should be permitted to expand our knowledge and our skills. 
 
    “To some extent, other castes would be the same.  A master of… oh, say a carpenter.  He might achieve a mastery of his craft and wish nothing more than to continue to use his skills, striving always to hone them finer.  Or, if he accepted the vikrasa teaching, he might choose to then work in some other trade.  Perhaps he would choose to sculpt, building on his knowledge of wood to carve it as an artist.  Or a master miner might choose to follow the metal he draws from the earth, learning the trades of blacksmith or steel-wright. 
 
    “This is the heart of the heresy, Al.  The Temples would have you become a master of a single thing and remain so until the end of your days.  Only then might your soul move into the higher realms, be refined in the purifying light, and return to learn a new thing.  The heresy says one who masters his trade might advance himself by learning a second, without wasting the time given him in this world.” 
 
    “I see.  And, coming back around to why you want me on the council of nine?” 
 
    “A warrior who becomes also a wizard would prove the heresy and thus force the Temples to acknowledge it.” 
 
    “I have to warn you, I’m not a good example.” 
 
    Hazir cocked his head and gave me the side-eye.  Clearly, he was skeptical. 
 
    “You are the foundation of vikrasa.” 
 
    “Hold it.  How?” 
 
    “You are a warrior going forth to conquer new lands and become more than a warrior, as once we did in the early days of the Empire.  You are become Mazhani where once you were only a warrior, and this is not in accord with the scriptures of the Temple.” 
 
    “That’s still up for debate, isn’t it?” 
 
    “The Temple says they are the only ones who may interpret the will of the gods.  They will want to know if you will make a good Mazhani—if you will devote some portion of your wealth to the Temple.  Then they will decide.” 
 
    “And if I don’t pay them?” 
 
    “Clearly, the gods will not favor you.”  He shrugged.  “I am certain it is not as sliced and sewn as I make it sound, but I am not privy to the inner councils of the Temple.” 
 
    “Any ideas on what form of not-showing-favor is in vogue for this year?” 
 
    “If the Temple had no hand in creating your vendetta, they surely rejoiced to have it fall in their laps.  Its successful conclusion, one way or another, would be a clear sign from the gods.” 
 
    My comment was, again, short and vulgar. 
 
    “So, Sarcana is being backed by the Temple?” 
 
    “I strongly doubt it.  They would not do so.  It would make them seem partisan.  They must remain above such concerns—or appear so.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.  So, if I crush Sarcana, the Temple won’t intervene?” 
 
    “They granted the vendetta.  I don’t see how they could intervene directly.  If they aid Sarcana, it will be through machinations behind the scenes.” 
 
    “Good.  I’ll move Sarcana to the top of my list and get this over with.” 
 
    “You say that rather casually.” 
 
    “I say that rather angrily.” 
 
    “That, too.” 
 
    “Still enjoy your job, Hazir?  Want a different one?” 
 
    “I do still enjoy my duties to the mahrani of Sarashda.  It affords me certain privileges.” 
 
    “I may have to give you a mirror, someday, so we can talk more easily.” 
 
    “Please, do not go to such trouble.  I know how expensive they are.” 
 
    “I know a guy.  Besides, making the trip here and back can be difficult.” 
 
    “If you insist, I would be honored at such a gift.” 
 
    “For now, though, I have a lot to think about, a skull to deliver, and a House to crush.  If you’ll excuse me?” 
 
    “Wait.  You do not intend to deliver the skull to the Temple in person, do you?” 
 
    “I had, but now I’m reconsidering.  Why?” 
 
    “You have already taken a grave risk in coming to the warmeet.  I think you are safe enough for now, but when you leave the arena, there may be trouble.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you could deliver a skull for me, on behalf of Huron of Lonoseer?” 
 
    “I could.” 
 
    “Please do.  I’ll head straight back to La Mancha.” 
 
    “I wish you good fortune.” 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    A minute later, we had everyone regrouped.  The new hires were instructed to spread the word I was in the market for more warriors, here in Sarashda.  They would stay here until called up.  They took their first month’s pay along with some incentive money and headed out to find more bodies.  My personal guards formed up in the tunnel while the mercenaries were still trooping out of it.  I withdrew my power crystal, pretended it was a magical device—a magical device of a different sort, I mean—and opened a portal through the same archway we used to get here.  We stepped through briskly and it closed behind us. 
 
    The afternoon was well on its way to evening when we arrived.  As I rode down the length of the wooden shift-barn, I gave the four of them the rest of the day off.  Bronze dropped me off at the main tower and went off to have a little run.  I climbed the steps to my bedroom, showered, and lay down on the bed for a bit. 
 
    Being mortal is sometimes such a pain.  Getting into a long-drawn-out beat-down festival is also exhausting.  I enjoyed it, though.  A never-ending stream of professional warriors to spar with?  Especially when they aren’t trying to defer to me as the god-king-avatar-thing?  These guys were trying to beat me with a stick, too, not kill me with a double-weight blunt sword. 
 
    Maybe the Knights of Shadow are a little crazy.  Then again, who am I to talk? 
 
    As I lay on the bed, sinking into and squirming slightly in the stuffed mattress, I put my hands behind my head and considered things Hazir said.  This world has an old heresy the current generation of political priests don’t seem to like.  Do I really want to be involved?  No.  I don’t want to spearhead some sort of protestant movement against the established clergy.  I’m a vampire, not Martin Luther!  I need to stay away from religion whenever possible! 
 
    Looking back, I can see what I should have done.  I should have stayed in that mine and started hunting for several other lairs.  Low-key lairs in worlds outside the Earth timelines where I could be anonymous and unnoticed.  I could have made that mine a base of operations long enough to hunt up a half-dozen or more potential candidates for my larger projects:  Reexamining the Earth timelines and how their time flows relate, analysis of angels, how to un-addict human brains, and so on.  My mistake was thinking I needed a better base of operations and trying to force this place to be what I needed it to be. 
 
    Live and learn.  If only I learned faster. 
 
    Now, though, I’m here.  While it was physically possible to leave and never come back, I have some non-physical issues with it.  I’m a monster, but I’m not that much of a monster.  Maybe I’m being egotistical, but I think I’m needed, now. 
 
    The danger of associating with my food is I start to keep them as pets.  I think Mary tried to explain it to me, but, as usual, I didn’t listen. 
 
    If I were to disappear, how would it affect the valley?  Leisel would still run the place, wouldn’t she?  Lacking any heirs of mine, she’d inherit.  Would the Temple be content with that?  Possibly.  Or would Sarcana press it’s vendetta and absorb the valley into their holdings?  How about Hazir and his heretics?  They might be able to use my disappearance as propaganda about the Temple making heretics vanish to silence them.  Whip up some Temple anti-corruption sentiment.  Paint them as conspirators and murderers bent on keeping their power. 
 
    What do I care about, and how can I serve it best?  There’s a tough one.  I’m not sure I know. 
 
    Lying there, I threw one arm over my face and accidentally had a nap. 
 
      
 
    The path before me is familiar, but the manner of familiarity is ghostly, elusive.  The path is littered with skulls and bones, not a few of which still have exsanguinated flesh clinging to them.  The skulls stare at me, crumbling to dust as I pass.  I see the path corkscrewing, twisting counterclockwise before me, but it is always level by the time it reaches my feet.  Does it turn as it approaches, or do I turn to match it? 
 
    Is that a voice I hear, calling to me? 
 
    On the opposite side of this ribbon of a path, there is color and life.  I hear the voices, the laughter, although I cannot make out the words.  Tamara laughs, Lissette speaks, Tianna is singing, and a dozen other familiar voices chime in happily. 
 
    I run faster through the dust and bones, trying to circle around again.  If I run fast enough, far enough, I will catch up to myself.  Unless the path is cut and twisted around?  Is it all one path, with death and destruction following me like a cloud?  Or is it a simple loop with the life on one side, dust and darkness on the other?  If twisted, can I run fast enough?  Or must I catch the edge and swing around, landing in the light? 
 
    The path runs with me as I run along it.  Does it carry me like a river or am I the engine that drives my movement?  We pass through tunnels of cold stone bloody mud.  Behind me I hear the rolling of a giant ball.  I’ve thrown it away, but here it can still crush me, if I let it.  There is no way off the path.  I run faster as it crunches through bones and squelches through bloodied earth.  I hear it laughing. 
 
    Ahead is a light, a candle at the end of a tunnel.  I sprint for it and I feel the wind at my back as the giant Orb rolls after me, a Juggernaut pushing air ahead of it, trying to catch me, to crush me, to become me. 
 
    “You cannot escape.  I am part of you.” 
 
    I want to argue, but I am busy running.  I know it isn’t part of me.  It’s a copy, only a copy. 
 
    “And the original,” it replies, knowing what I would say, “lives still inside you.  You deny it.  You resist it.  So it serves me in every conflict.  You will never be stronger than your own darker nature redoubled.” 
 
    It has a point, but perhaps I can be faster. 
 
    The trouble is the people.  They line the tunnel, hands held out.  Someone wants one thing, someone else wants another.  Faceless people, or people with many faces, all pleading, begging, asking, demanding.  Their outstretched hands brush against me, clinging, clutching.  I want to scream at them, to order them back, away from the crushing, rumbling presence behind me, but they don’t listen, won’t listen, and the screams behind me are even louder. 
 
    Each scream, each sickening crunch seems to drive back the light.  I chase it, but it retreats, as though the horrors behind me drive it away.  Am I gaining?  I can’t tell. 
 
    Even in the midst of my flight from a heart’s horrors, there is a voice, faint and distant, still calling to me. 
 
    There is a flash like bloody lightning and everything changes.  I slow my headlong rush, walking, staring all about me.  The path is not a path, but a dim and shadowed room.  Beneath my feet is a mosaic floor with abstract designs.  Or, no, not quite abstract.  The portion about me is illuminated well enough to see, but the design is a line, twisted, braided in itself, circular.  It reminds me of the Arch of Zirafel, but this is no spell, no creation of the Heru.  This is merely a conductor.  Faint flickers of power course through this great, twisting circle, but I only see the fraction nearest me. 
 
    A ghost walks the circle with me.  He is gaunt and pale, thin and indistinct.  He is a shadow of a ghost, difficult to make out.  He mouths words at me though I cannot hear him.  His gestures are pleading, his expression agonized.  I have seen enough of wandering spirits to know what he wants.  He has walked too long as a spirit and has only one desire, now—to cease, to make an end, whether into some afterlife or into oblivion does not matter.  There is only the escape from the torment. 
 
    He walks with me, still trying to be heard, still trying to communicate by expression and gesture.  Ahead, along our circular path, there is another.  She is much like him, eager for release, and the first ghost falls behind.  As I walk past her, I try to take her hands and tell her I know what she wants, but she cannot hear me.  She points behind her, into the shadows outside the arc of the circle, and there is something large, something dark and grim looming there.  The idea comes to me of a great, shadowed hand holding her, as a man might hold a fledging bird to prevent escape.  I walk on, and she is left behind, but another stands ahead, imploring, pleading, trying for speech without the strength to speak.  I have seen them before, I know it, but their faces elude my memory.  They are silent things, marching by like half-reflections in a sheet of glass, yet something else—someone else?—does speak, with a voice as pale and shadowless as their forms.  What are the words of this unseen presence?  I cannot make them out. 
 
    I pass on, and the next ghost is absent.  Instead, where I expect a ghost, there is a statue standing in the shadows, softly glowing.  It is a wizard, ten feet tall and nobly featured.  It reminds me of my own statue, for it holds a scroll, but this one wears robes and holds a wand in its other hand. 
 
    The eyes of the statue are alight with living, vital force.  I feel the threat, the danger.  This is no wandering spirit, condemned to haunt the material realm.  This is different.  It holds too much force to be a ghost, so it must be a celestial being.  Yet it lives as a mortal man, for the colors of its spirit are those of flesh and blood. 
 
    I stop.  We regard each other across a gulf of shadow.  Sparks of power in the circle occasionally leap the gulf, like drops of liquid electricity falling sideways.  The figure gathers in the brilliant drops, drinking them with a grimace of pain even as his flesh shimmers with the iridescent hues of power. 
 
    A shout sounds all around me, loud as thunder and bright as forty-three deadly flowers of light and smoke. 
 
    There is a sudden pain in my chest and the dream slams shut like a book. 
 
      
 
    Boss!  Wake up! Firebrand demanded, again. 
 
    I finally opened my eyes.  The woman standing over me drew her arm back for another swing of the knife.  From the sharp ache in my ribs, she tried to stab me in my heart, but hooray for bulletproof underwear! 
 
    I raised both hands, crossed at the wrists, and caught hers on the downstroke.  One hand grabbed hers, twisted, and the other batted away the knife.  A moment later, I had both her hands in mine, her on the floor, and her neck under the back of my knee.  She struggled, but she wasn’t a big girl.  I leaned a fraction of my exceptional weight on her and pinned her in place. 
 
    I’ve been yelling at you to wake up, Boss. 
 
    I had a dream. 
 
    You had one of your psychic episodes, Firebrand corrected.  You know what happens when you sleep! 
 
    Yeah, but I’m still not sure what it means.  Give me a minute.  I’m running on reflex.  I’m not all awake, yet, and I want to orient myself. 
 
    I kept her pinned while she squirmed.  I yawned and blinked, rubbed sleep out of my eyes with my free hand.  I rubbed the sore spot between my fifth and sixth ribs.  My fingertips came away with a trace of blood.  It’s what I get for wearing open-weave armor while someone tries to knife me.  Maybe I should sew some scales into it to spread impaling attacks. 
 
    Feeling more awake and oriented, I considered my captive.  She wasn’t a warrior and wasn’t dressed as one.  Her hands weren’t callused from weapons.  They were soft.  Her bone structure was much more delicate than the typical warrior and her musculature was definitely below par.  She scored highly on the babe-o-meter, though.  Fine eyebrows, full lips, large eyes, smooth skin, the works.  She wore makeup of a sort, as well, coloring her lips and eyelids a dark purple.  She wore vivid, silky skirts in shades of purple, a top resembling a collection of diaphanous scarves, and a mess of black hair, long and artfully curly, held in place with a collection of combs. 
 
    I drew one of the combs out.  Part of it slid silently out of the hidden sheath, revealing a three-inch stiletto of razor steel.  I placed the point alongside the bridge of her nose and smiled at her. 
 
    “I haven’t seen such a pretty assassin in ages,” I remarked.  “Let me guess.  You got in here claiming I sent for you?” 
 
    Her answer was to struggle harder.  I moved the point of her weapon closer to her eye.  She stopped struggling. 
 
    “Let me explain how this is going to go,” I told her, using my best reasonable tone.  “I’m going to ask you questions.  You’re going to answer.  If you don’t tell me what I want to know, I will put your feet in a grinder and slowly mince your toes to shredded meat.  The grinding will continue until you answer or die a hideous, painful, slow death.  Are we clear?” 
 
    “My soul is prepared,” she stated, looking me in the eye and ignoring the blade.  “Is yours?” 
 
    “Ah, you work for the Temple.  Thank you.” 
 
    I was bluffing on both my threat and on my assumption she was a religious nut.  I won my second bluff when her face twisted in fury and I had to squish her a bit to keep her from writhing out of my grip.  I called for a guard and two of them clattered up the steps, burst in through the door. 
 
    “Mazhani?” asked the first, eyeing me and my captive.  No doubt she was confused by the situation. 
 
    “Where’s Leisel?” 
 
    “Escorting the triskarte around the valley.”  Her eyes widened as she spied the blood on my shirtfront.  “Are you bleeding, sir?” 
 
    “Not anymore.  Any idea where they are?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    I started stripping the jewelry—potentially deadly or not—from my captive. 
 
    “Bring me some rope and a lot of twine.”  Silently, I wished for duct tape, but you can’t have everything. 
 
    “Twine?” 
 
    “Ropes are easy to wiggle out of.  Twine is much more difficult.” 
 
    “At once, Mazhani!” 
 
    I continued to search my captive.  Aside from an obvious dagger, she had nothing to interest me under her clothes.  Her hair, though, was an armory Mary would have been proud of.  Mary didn’t have as much hair to use—my captive had nearly three feet of it, unbound—so this one had the advantage. 
 
    I’m not sure how I feel about someone trying to assassinate me.  On the one hand, I don’t like it when people try to kill me.  On the other hand, it does imply I’ve pissed someone off enough to make them break the rules.  I have the feeling—it’s only a feeling, probably based on local meals—assassination is a serious faux pas.  I should probably ask. 
 
    The guards brought me the rope and twine.  They bound my captive at my instructions—wrists, ankles, and knees—while I put on some real clothes.  My underwear is more than sufficient, but I can be self-conscious.  Once I dressed and they trussed her up, I went on to tie loops of twine around each pair of her fingers, making sure her hands stayed behind her back.  The rope itself was probably superfluous, but it made for good handholds when carrying her down and out of the tower.  I ignored the yelp and the cursing until we were outside. 
 
    “Do you like having teeth?” I asked, hoisting her up by her ropes, one-handed, and shaking her.  “How about a tongue?” 
 
    She shut up, glaring at me. 
 
    I slung her up on Bronze’s broad rump and pulled out my pocket mirror.  Leisel answered after a bit. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I have a Temple assassin who tried to stick a knife in me.  She’s alive and relatively unharmed.  I’d like to give her back to the priests since I suspect she came in with them.  The triskarte showed up today, yes?” 
 
    “They’re here,” she agreed. 
 
    “Seems quite a coincidence.  Where are you?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she said, forcing a casual tone.  “We’re on our way to Akmenogles—” Literally translated, it was coal-mining town.  “—to look around a little before nightfall.  We’ll probably overnight there and see Terauda—” makers of steel “—tomorrow.  I’m sure you have someone on hand who can answer that more fully.” 
 
    “Ah.  They’re right there and can hear you.  Got it.  I’ll interrogate the subject and get back to you later tonight.  Need anything from me?” 
 
    “It is my pleasure to be of service, sir.” 
 
    “Right.  See you later.”  I signed off and turned to my captive.  “You have no idea how unlucky you are.” 
 
    She spat in my face.  Instantly, Bronze galloped off with her about a hundred yards.  It hurt me deeply to think she had so little faith in my own self-control.  Then again, I’m an almost-soulless monster and she knows it. 
 
    I carefully wiped spittle from my face and then my hands.  I didn’t chase after them, merely walked calmly.  Bronze waited where she stood, letting me have a nice, long walk as an opportunity to consider exactly what I planned to do.  When I reached them, I circled around to look my captive in the eye. 
 
    “I take it back.  You’re not unlucky.  You’re stupid.” 
 
    She tried to spit at me again, but I backhanded her hard enough to bloody her lips.  While she was dazed, I took long locks of her hair, wrapped them across and in her mouth, and tied them like a gag. 
 
    “Congratulations  You get to see the new dungeons.” 
 
      
 
    The underground portion of the keep developed even more quickly than the aboveground structures.  The dungeon was now a collection of rooms, all connecting through the basement area under the tower.  A second, even lower level was present, but still only tall enough to be a crawlspace.  On the first sublevel, someone—someone?  Leisel.—saw to it the open doorways were equipped with thick, heavy doors. 
 
    I need to find time to move the prisoners from the central room to one of the satellite rooms.  I don’t think I want them watching every bit of traffic through the basement.  Then again, parading my would-be assassin past them made something of an impression on her.  Maybe it was seeing the manner of their restraints. 
 
    Once we were in a private room, I propped her in a sitting position against one wall.  I settled into a Japanese seiza position, kneeling a few feet from her, and considered things carefully. 
 
    Maybe it was Bronze.  She ran away with my captive in order to keep her alive.  This implied many things to me.  I know I need to work on my anger management issues, but I hadn’t thought it was quite so immediate.  Bronze disagreed.  When la belle dame sans merci spat in my face, she was in mortal peril and Bronze knew it before I did. 
 
    This is a good thing and a bad thing all at once.  It’s good Bronze knew it and acted.  It’s bad she had to, and also bad I didn’t realize it myself. 
 
    My captive simply glared at me, face framed by tight bundles of hair leading to her makeshift gag.  It didn’t stop her from breathing hard or mouthing indistinct insults, but it worked well enough to keep her from spitting.  I ignored the muffled insults and regarded her intently.  What was I going to do with her?  What did I want to do with her?  I had a whole laundry list of things I might do, but sometimes it’s good to question myself, to be more aware of how much of a bad-tempered, cowardly hypocrite I really am. 
 
    In asking, I found my answer.  I wanted to hurt her. 
 
    This was shocking, but not surprising, and it saddened me.  I dislike to cause pain for no reason.  There should be a purpose, a point behind it, even if the pain is only a landmark on the way to gory, dismembered death.  Punishment, discipline, whatever—sure, pain has its place.  True, I don’t like torture to extract information—I don’t even like painlessly stealing it from someone’s mind—because I feel it’s a violation of free will.  It seems a silly quirk, when you think about it.  I’ve done things I don’t like.  I’ve done things far worse.  Nevertheless, pain for the sake of pain does not interest me. 
 
    Except now I found it necessary to admit I didn’t want anything from her.  Nothing besides the privilege of watching her suffer. 
 
    Nobody said being a monster was easy. 
 
    “If I untie your hair, will you use your mouth to talk?” 
 
    She seethed at me without answering. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    Hmm? 
 
    She’s terrified. 
 
    Not yet, she isn’t! I thought back.  Give me a minute! 
 
    Not of you, Firebrand corrected.  Of a priest. 
 
    Hold on for one cotton-pickin’ second.  Do you mean to tell me someone is more afraid of a priest than of me? 
 
    I find it hard to believe, too, but she doesn’t know you like I do. 
 
    I had to admit, Firebrand had a point. 
 
    She looks more angry than scared, though, I protested, even as I realized: I suppose if she’s scared of someone else, it could be expressed as anger at me. 
 
    I think it is.  You want to ask questions while I listen for answers? 
 
    Not especially, but if she’s been terrorized enough, I might not have a choice.  I’d rather she answered me. 
 
    Good luck with that, Boss. 
 
    My sword is almost as cynical as I am. 
 
    My captive, meanwhile, continued to glare back at me.  Why was she so afraid of someone else?  Why was she trying to kill me?  Who, specifically, sent her?  What was their reason?  What did they hope to accomplish, aside from my death? 
 
    I didn’t have much to go on, not even enough information to make good guesses.  This is the drawback to trying to avoid all contact with religion.  For a while, it keeps me out of trouble, but when it inevitably shows up, I have no idea why.  Did someone figure something out and report me?  Did the gods hand out some omens and portents?  Or is the Temple carrying out a political agenda without knowing what I am? 
 
    From the look on her face, she wasn’t likely to educate me willingly. 
 
    Come on, Boss.  You know she isn’t going to talk. 
 
    Maybe you know that, but I’m having issues. 
 
    Softie. 
 
    Sometimes.  There’s more going on here than some angry bitch trying to knife me. 
 
    So ask questions! 
 
    And I will.  I think I’ll ask questions of other people, though, before I resort to straining her brain. 
 
    This is because she’s pretty, isn’t it? 
 
    That may have something to do with it, I admitted, but I think it has more to do with me being a worse person than I used to be.  I’m becoming less of a nice monster and more of a total monster.  I don’t like it.  If I don’t do anything about it, I’ll like it even less. 
 
    Is this the time to have ethical issues?  Can’t we just do what we need to this once and get it over with? 
 
    I’m trying not to compromise what I think of as my ethics for the sake of expedience. 
 
    Firebrand muttered something about inconvenience, but I ignored this. 
 
    Leisel was busy, so who else could I bother about the workings of the Temple?  Someone who, for certain, wouldn’t rat me out for either not knowing or for simply asking? 
 
    Didn’t I promise Hazir a communications mirror? 
 
    I found a guard and had her take charge of keeping my prisoner. 
 
      
 
    Making the mirror wasn’t a problem.  Delivering it, on the other hand, was more problematic than I liked.  Finding Hazir wasn’t the problem, either.  He wasn’t wearing a shielding spell.  Explaining how I found him, opened a hole, and handed him a mirror was something well-deserving of consideration.  This vikrasa heresy might be all about people being less confined in a single caste, but how was Hazir going to react to finding out I’m not just a warrior with some magical skills, but both? 
 
    Let’s leave the vampire part out, for now.  Or forever. 
 
    He might be pleased, or he might be disturbed, upset, nonplussed, or anything else.  No doubt there would be talk of a returned soul or some such. 
 
    I don’t really want to explore the religious implications of my presence.  Hell, I don’t want to explore the local religion!  All I want to know is the story behind a grape-flavored hottie with a knife fetish. 
 
    My first two ideas were to either go ahead and hand it to him through an open gate, or go there through a gate and hand it to him in a more mundane fashion.  I finally decided to chicken out.  I tracked down his quarters by following him with a scrying mirror.  While he was occupied elsewhere, I used a small gate to drop off the mirror on a table in another room, along with a note.  Let it be a mystery.  I don’t have to explain those. 
 
    Not half an hour later, seated in my workroom, feet up on a table, I got a call.  Hazir looked out at me and I grinned at him.  He wore a heavily-embroidered silk robe, belted at the waist, and a jade-green headband to hold his hair out of his face. 
 
    “Like it?” 
 
    “I am gratified and honored.” 
 
    “I’m glad.  It’s not entirely for your benefit, though.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I have a couple of questions I don’t want to ask of anyone I don’t trust.” 
 
    “Ah.  Is it wise, then, to speak so?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Can another hear our words?” 
 
    I almost told him no.  Technically, it’s possible, as I mentioned to Leisel.  Now that I’d had a chance to let it bubble in the back of my mind for a while, there might be ways to do it.  In fact, if someone went to enough trouble to make a specialized mirror—or crystal, or whatever—there might exist in this world a Mirror of Wiretapping.  It would be difficult, but it wasn’t, strictly speaking, impossible. 
 
    Well, crap.  If mirrors aren’t secure communications, how am I going to have a conversation with him? 
 
    “I see by your expression,” he went on, “there may be those who can listen.” 
 
    “I highly doubt it, but it’s not impossible.  One chance in a thousand, maybe.” 
 
    “Is it a risk you wish to take?” 
 
    “I’m not sure you’ll like the alternative.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Would you care to come visit?” 
 
    “My duties do not permit me to take such an extended leave at this time.” 
 
    “What if I arranged for you to travel here and back again in less than an hour?” 
 
    He pursed his lips in thought.  The mirror, sitting on a table, displayed him intermittently as he stood up and paced back and forth in front of it.  I didn’t think it would need a motion tracker. 
 
    “Do you mean to send your… ah, ‘horse’ to fetch me?” 
 
    “First off, don’t refer to her in that tone.  Her name is Bronze.” 
 
    “My apologies.” 
 
    “Second, I wouldn’t presume to ‘fetch’ you.  I might ask her to give you permission to ride somewhere, but ‘fetch’ seems rather undignified and possibly demeaning.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Third, no.  I had in mind using the magical device I keep in my shed.” 
 
    “Oh?  What device is this?” 
 
    “It can make a door here reach any other door.  I open the door here, the other door opens as well, and people can step through in either direction.  You could step from your bedroom into my shed—in one step.  And, later, step from my shed back into your bedroom.” 
 
    “I would be delighted to see this wonder in action.” 
 
    “Okay.  Give me a couple of minutes.” 
 
    I went down to the shift-barn, made sure the doors at each end were closed, and did a quick check for scrying sensors.  Oddly enough, there were none in the vicinity.  Of course, the scrying shield was large enough to cover the whole keep and the outbuildings, so nobody was going to put one inside.  I doubted there were many still floating around above, either.  I don’t know who’s on wand duty, but they keep popping the things and hopefully destroying the devices. 
 
    With my pocket mirror, I warned Hazir and encouraged him to step quickly before I actually opened the gate.  The gate flushed, snapped, and we were looking at each other at arm’s length instead of through mirrors. 
 
    “Wondrous!” 
 
    “Quickly, please.” 
 
    He stepped through and the gate closed behind him. 
 
    “It doesn’t last long,” I told him. 
 
    “So I see.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  It’ll be ready to go again in a few minutes and I can have it put you back where you were.” 
 
    “Indeed.  May I ask where we are?”  He looked around the high, long hall with interest. 
 
    “This is a storage building.  We haven’t gotten around to storing anything in it, yet.  The local roadblock has crimped my plans a bit.” 
 
    “Ah, and the doorway is here so you can move things into it?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  It doesn’t open for long, as you’ve seen.  This is simply a good place to keep it, for now.” 
 
    “I should like to see more of your valley, someday.” 
 
    “If you get some time off, I’d be happy to show you around.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Now, you wished to speak privately?” 
 
    “Yes.  I need to know some details of the Temple.” 
 
    “I am happy to oblige.” 
 
    So I explained about the Violent Violet.  Hazir nodded thoughtfully as I spoke, following along.  Once I explained what I knew, bringing him up to speed on my situation, I asked about… well, everything. 
 
    The local theology is a bit more involved than I thought.  The short version runs something like this. 
 
    In the pre-Empire days, the locals struggled with the barbarian nomads.  It was a more militaristic society back then.  For survival, people were more regimented and controlled.  In some ways, it was like many of the nations during the world wars.  The war effort was everything, and everyone supported it.  Rationing, protected jobs, volunteer work, everyone marching shoulder-to-shoulder to conquer the threat to their way of life, their very survival, all of it. 
 
    I’m not clear on how the propaganda symbols of their conflict grew into a religious organization.  The impression I have is they were already into ancestor worship and reincarnation, so I guess having ancestors become gods—like parental figures—and judge your life isn’t too much of an evolution.  The God of Warriors, the God of Craftsmen, the Goddess of Governing, all could have been Heroes of the People in a bygone age, deified in a manner similar to the Roman custom of deifying deceased Emperors. 
 
    The Temple, meanwhile, managed and encouraged this reverence while also half-encouraging, half-enforcing the idea of being what you were born to be.  The son of a warrior must be a warrior.  The daughter of a mahrani—an appointed ruler, or administrator—should be groomed to carry on her family tradition.  Give it a few generations and a priestly push toward formalizing it, you can have a caste system as rigidly inflexible as a diamond. 
 
    More recently, the Temple had the chance to obtain serious power.  Any rigid social system has to have some flexibility.  It’s all fine and dandy to have a strict code of laws, but if the laws are too strict, everyone is a criminal.  So the idea of parental sins and parental merits was born.  If your parents did something exceptionally heinous or exceptionally wonderful, you could be born as a punishment or reward—their child, belonging to another caste!  Of course, you couldn’t know this on your own.  The Temple is the authority over such matters, so when you begin to suspect, you take your child to the Temple and offer a sacrifice (translation: Pay them) to “interpret the will of the gods.” 
 
    It annoys me dreadfully that the priests might actually be interpreting the will of the gods.  If so, I don’t like either group.  I’m not fond of slavery.  I never have been.  I’m a big believer in free will—or a believer in the concept, whether it’s an illusion or not.  I want free will so much I’m willing to extend the courtesy to everyone around me. 
 
    But this system sounds like overwhelming determinism.  You’re born to your station in life and the only way to change it is by begging the priests to have mercy and grant your petition.  Or to ask them to consult the gods—which may actually be a valid request—and intercede on your behalf. 
 
    Let’s be generous and say the priests are only carrying out the will of the gods.  If that’s the case, the priests are the overseers for the slave-owners, with the gods owning the human slaves. 
 
    I don’t like it.  No, I think I’ve understated it.  I abhor it.  I loathe it.  It disgusts me on a primal, fundamental level.  I want to kick down the Temple, topple the idols, and put the priests to the sword.  Maybe the torch.  With Firebrand, it’s both.  I want the whole structure of this society burned to the ground so its ashes can fertilize something better.  Slash-and-burn civiliculture. 
 
    I’m not doing it.  Not immediately.  Maybe never.  It’s not my business, as such, and I have other priorities.  But I sure as hell want to! 
 
    As for this safety valve of inter-class mobility… Is it common?  Depends on what you mean by “common.”  One in a thousand?  One in a hundred?  One in ten?  Hazir didn’t have figures, but in Sarashda, a city of well over a hundred thousand people, the main Temple conducted two or three every week.  Among all the lesser temples—shrines to the individual gods, rather than the whole pantheon—there might be another two or three, as well. 
 
    Each one with a sacrifice contributing to the Temple’s wealth. 
 
    Over time, the Temple—or Temples, I should say, since there is one main temple in each of the Empire’s cities—started branching out.  If you’ve got a ton of money, why sit on it?  Why not buy something to make even more money for you?  Or, in this case, add to your existing power and control over your worshippers?  Prostitution isn’t a crime in the Empire.  It’s not even looked down on, as such.  Although, as with any of the local trades, the level or standing of the individual within the trade is also a factor.  One may be honored as one of the best or disdained as one of the worst, but the trade itself is simply what it is. 
 
    I shouldn’t pick on the prostitutes, but you’ll see why I went there in a second. 
 
    All the castes, now, have a… I’m not sure they’re representatives, exactly.  The Temple, once it confirms someone is born to the wrong caste, takes over the care and training of the individual, preparing them to fulfill the will of the gods and to do it exceptionally well.  This training is rigorous and thorough and generally makes the most of the subject’s talents in their new field of study.  No matter what the caste is, however, their religious training is equally thorough.  When the Temple is done, you may have a farmer—raised and trained at the will of the priests—who contributes what he doesn’t need to the Temple.  Or you may eventually have a ruler of a city—trained for years under the supervision of the priests—who believes the Temples can do no wrong.  Or anything in between. 
 
    It doesn’t make them one of the Temple’s private, institutional staff, though.  They’re still private citizens, just browbeaten into acknowledging the supreme authority of the Temple. 
 
    Usually.  People still do what people do, and not all of them harbor immense delight in their new profession or have positive feelings regarding their rigorous training.  The rumor is those who “offend the gods with their personal failure”—meaning the priests don’t confirm them in their new trade, either through incompetence (rare) or failure to drink the Kool-Aid—simply pass Go and start over.  The survivors—excuse me, the devout—go on to excel in their destined career field.  So every caste or profession usually has a small but significant pool of individuals within it who are strongly pro-religion, making them a valuable resource for the Temple to draw on.  Presumably, even to sending a zealous whore to kill a man. 
 
    “I think I’m up to speed on all that,” I told Hazir, pacing in my shift-barn, “but I’m a little unclear on exactly why the Temple wants me dead.” 
 
    “That, I am not prepared to definitively state,” he admitted.  “I have some suspicions, however.” 
 
    “Oh, do tell.” 
 
    “My position with the city affords me certain privileges.  I can, if you wish, consult the records to discover if someone you have killed was a child of the Temple.  Tobar and Palan are foremost in my thoughts.” 
 
    “You think the Temple would hold a grudge if I killed one of their… what do I call them?  Agents?” 
 
    “I think ‘agents’ would imply more coordination by the Temple than is the case.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Hazir almost replied, but caught himself and considered the question.  Slowly, he shook his head. 
 
    “No.  I am not sure,” he replied, troubled. 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “You raise an interesting question.  I am not certain how this affects… the… individuals who are much less pleased with the priesthood than most.” 
 
    “The idea of the Temple having potential fanatics as spies among the various walks of life?” 
 
    “The idea the Temples have done this deliberately and continue the practice for material purposes is one I cannot disregard.  It is possible such… let us call it an organization, for surely some organization of these people is involved.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Such an organization may be evolving as a counter to those who do not suffer the yoke of the Temples gladly.” 
 
    “You think this may be a coordinated, concerted effort by the Temples to subtly influence the public as a whole in order to keep power?  Or the work of a spymaster, attempting to identify blasphemers and heretics?” 
 
    “Possibly both.  Since I do not know, I cannot even guess.  It bears deeper investigation.” 
 
    “I agree.  So, if Tobar or Palan was part of such a setup—or simply known to be devout—the Temple might regard me as a problem?” 
 
    “I had not considered this, originally.  My chief concern was they might be manipulating Sarcana to attack you.  You have moved outside their control, placing yourself above your station.  I suspect they cannot permit such a flouting of their doctrine, even in the far west.” 
 
    “They why not immediately send a dozen agents to make sure I fail?” 
 
    “And miss the opportunity?” 
 
    “Opportunity for what?” 
 
    “To attract all those who might be discontented with the order the Temple imposes.  By gathering them all in one place, they have them—they believe they have them—in the palm of their hand.” 
 
    A parade of things passed before my mind’s eye.  A hundred scrying portals spying on the valley.  Stolen divinity dynamos.  An ambush, supposedly by Tobar’s students.  A quiet roadblock, rather than an invasion.  Renata’s mysteriously-motivated kidnapping.  A wizard’s one-man attempt at rescuing the kidnap squad.  How many of these were designed to spur me on?  How many were set up to fail—or sabotaged by those who wanted it to?  And, of course, how many were completely unrelated, since the world doesn’t revolve around me, no matter what my paranoia says?  And how do I tell? 
 
    How many more things did I simply miss?  Maybe, if I took more time to be involved in the actual running of the place, I would notice these things.  At least I’d have a chance to notice.  But no, I spend my time avoiding people when possible and religion at all costs.  This may have to change. 
 
    “You’ve given me a lot to think about, Hazir.” 
 
    “I hope it helps.  Is there anything else I might do on your behalf?” 
 
    “Not at the moment, but I might want you to send messengers to the guys I hired the other day.  Velina made a list but I haven’t given them mirrors.” 
 
    “I would be happy to convey messages.  One might say it is my primary duty.” 
 
    “Anything I can do for you?” 
 
    “At the moment, I can only think of your attendance at the next warmeet.” 
 
    “Still wanting me on the council of nine?” 
 
    “It would be of great benefit to some, although it poses some risk to you.” 
 
    “More than I’m currently running?” 
 
    “Hence my willingness to propose it,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Fair enough.  I’ll see what I can do.  Ready to go back?” 
 
    “If you please.” 
 
    I opened the gate, targeting the doorway in his home.  He stepped through and turned back, covering his heart with his left hand.  I returned the gesture as the gate closed.  With some annoyance, I trudged back into the tower and almost ran into Renata. 
 
    Renata was visibly pregnant and wearing clothes much more suited to a Texas summer than to a warrior.  How far along was she?  Four months?  Five?  Some of it here, some of it there… 
 
    “Welcome back.  Problem?” 
 
    “Nothing we could not handle, sir.  A stranger delivered some devices to the house.  He seemed to think you expected them.  Are these the things you told us about?” 
 
    “Ah.  Let’s go look.  What time was it when you left?” 
 
    “He just delivered them.  Halfway between midday and sunset.” 
 
    “That works out,” I decided, since it was getting on toward evening here.  “Let’s go.” 
 
    I reset the shift-closet to maintain a micro-connection and avoid time slippage.  We cycled it and went through. 
 
      
 
    The house was still there, although I detected some odors.  Something caught fire while I was gone.  The burned smell still lingered, despite the minor repair spell on the house, and one of the kitchen windows was boarded up.  Outside, there was a ring of stones with ashes inside.  A cooking fire?  Perhaps.  It didn’t look recently used.  The cookware in the kitchen was a bit soot-stained, but with old stains.  The electric stove showed signs of a fire, but it was mostly cleaned up.  Maybe Annunciata taught them how to use it properly.   
 
    It was probably my fault for not training them more thoroughly on high-tech devices.  All I did was brief them.  I juiced up the repair spell to speed things along. 
 
    There were four crossbows, not three, along with a note.  “You don’t mind that I participated, do you?  —Chuck.”  I didn’t mind.  The four were prototypes, not production models.  I did a little testing on my own and found no major fault with any of them.  Mechanically, they had some variations, but they could be reproduced in the valley and could be made sturdy enough to see combat. 
 
    Nobody thought to send any crossbow quarrels and I was in a hurry.  I used up a fair amount of magical grunt and plucked up a case of them from some alternate reality.  Renata and Illaria watched me shoot things for a while before I handed the crossbows over and told them to get busy. 
 
    “Shoot things,” I ordered.  “Set up some targets and practice.  Cock, load, and shoot.  Let me know which one of these is your favorite.” 
 
    “Favorite?” Illaria asked. 
 
    “If you’re being hunted by a bunch of savages from the western jungles and can only have one of these, which one would you take?” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Take your time—a week or more for each one.  Get a good feel for it, practice shooting targets, and tell me what you like best about each of them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, anything you need here?  Everything going well?” 
 
    “We have had few visitors,” Renata told me.  “Annunciata and her daughters have been our chief companions and teachers.  This place is full of wonders, but it is strange, indeed.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t doubt that for a second.  But everything is going well?” 
 
    “We have had no problems we could not overcome.” 
 
    “Well, remember I’m right through this door.  Don’t hesitate to ask for help.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    I disappeared into another world and immediately started transforming.  I didn’t hit the timing right, so I came out during the sunset.  I’m not sure it’s better than arriving after dark.  There’s a sudden surge of catching up, then it settles down to a more normal progression.  I didn’t enjoy it.  At least with a sudden shift to night, it’s all over in one lump, like ripping off a bandage. 
 
    I sat down in the shift-booth and waited, rather than leave a trail to the shower.  It occurred to me how much danger I was in.  What if Renata or Illaria came through the shift-booth while I was waiting here—but while it was afternoon there?  The contents of the booths exchange places, which would plunge me back into a daytime environment and force me to deal with the sudden slam-transformation into a living being. 
 
    I’ve moved faster, but I had time to psych myself up for those. 
 
    I just realized… the odds are against it, but imagine this:  I step into a shift-booth at night and shift to the day.  Ouch and ugh, I’m not enjoying it.  But, due to the time-slippage, someone on this end transfers over, shifting me back to a nighttime world, forcing me to undergo rapid transformation.  But, again, due to time-slippage, someone on the other end slams be back into the day!  People panic and start hunting for me, shuttling back and forth between while I get bounced back and forth like Pong on a supercomputer. 
 
    It would require some terribly unlucky time-slippage, but it isn’t impossible.  I need to work out some sort of safety protocol.  Like, an “off” switch.  Maybe a timer to allow a transferred person the opportunity to exit.  Or a sensor to check if anyone is inside after a shift.  If so, it won’t fire again until the door has been opened and closed.  It may jam a shift-booth temporarily, but it’ll keep me from going in and being jerked right back.  Yes, I think that’s best… 
 
    After the transformation ran its course, I cleaned up, berating myself the while.  It could have gone seriously wrong, but it didn’t.  I panicked needlessly.  It was still a valid panic, though. 
 
    Time-slippage, however, works both ways.  It could be a serious problem, but, in some instances, it can be extremely useful.  Renata being in another world was designed to take advantage of it.  I poked the alternate Earth a few times, connecting and reconnecting micro-gates to reset the temporal instability.  Every connection instance appears to have a random jump—usually a similar amount of time goes by, but sometimes it’s almost no time, sometimes it’s considerably more. 
 
    I think—I haven’t tested it, but I think—every time I make a connection, it provokes a reaction.  I’m not sure if this is because I’m connecting from a non-Earth timeline or if it works with any connection.  I’ll have to test it. 
 
    The upshot of which, a few minutes later, Renata came through the shift-booth because a month had gone by on the other side. 
 
    I accepted her report on the crossbows.  It was more extensive than I asked for.  They gave me a list of things they liked and disliked about each model.  It wasn’t a long list since they didn’t have a lot of familiarity with crossbows, but there were some minor details.  Different sorts of sights, for example, the length of the shoulder stock, and the size of the foregrip.  Things I hadn’t specified. 
 
    I sent her back and told her to check in just after sunset.  Poke the alternate universe a few times… 
 
    We went back through the shift-barn, that being the only way to get Bronze to Texas.  Bronze dressed in her pickup truck and we went into town.  I had some debts to pay and a production model to commission. 
 
    Chuck wasn’t in his office, but I had his mobile number.  We met for a cup of coffee—his cup of coffee—while I explained what changes I wanted made. 
 
    “I’ll need complete blueprints, construction diagrams, fully-drafted plans.  And I expect to pay for them.” 
 
    “I can do that, but what about—” 
 
    I plopped four envelopes on the table. 
 
    “You all did good work,” I told him.  “Fourth place also gets a prize.” 
 
    “Thank you.  You want me to deliver these?” 
 
    I gauged his inner lights with some care.  It was possible he expected to make off with all the money, but I didn’t think he would, especially with more work in the pipeline. 
 
    “Yes, please.  And look into someplace where they can manufacture these.” 
 
    “How many in a production run?  And do you want it in a sealed bid format, or…?” 
 
    “Let’s say five thousand for a first run, along with a dozen quarrels for each.  As for bids, forget it.  I’m more interested in quality, not price.  I despise being ripped off, but I have no problem paying top dollar for top quality, either.  And it goes without saying I pay my lawyers top dollar.  So find me someplace willing to take this seriously.” 
 
    “I’ll look into it, but actual manufacturers, factories… I’m a graduate assistant at the university.” 
 
    “But you know people who have graduated.  Professors, professionals, the journals they read, all of that.” 
 
    “Yes.  Yes, I suppose so.  I can’t make a promise about this, but I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “I like a man who won’t promise if he isn’t sure.  If you find someone, let my staff at the house know.  They’ll let me know.” 
 
    “Consider it done.” 
 
    We shook on the deal and I went back to the house to explain to Renata and Illaria. 
 
    I also gave Renata a magical prenatal exam.  She wanted to know if it was a boy or a girl, so I told her, as well as letting her know her soon-to-be daughter was coming along nicely.  An exam was proper, of course, but mostly I wanted to know if my pet light was in there.  I didn’t find the light, nor did I find anything unusual about the developing fetus—at least, nothing mystical.  I don’t know enough about the physical, medical aspects of fetal development to know what’s normal.  At least it didn’t have three heads. 
 
    I also took care to keep my tendrils to myself.  At night, they tend to drift a bit when I’m not paying attention, gravitating toward vitality.  I can’t keep a houseplant alive with that nonsense going on.  Then again, I’ve never been good at keeping houseplants alive.  For safety, I have a minor spell to keep my tendrils in check.  It’s no more an obstacle than a paper bag, but it saves me from explaining why everything around my house is slowly withering away. 
 
    Renata was pleased to know about her daughter, but also somewhat disappointed.  I think she was hoping for a boy.  If she’s as beautiful as her mother, she’s going to have her mother’s problems.  I tried to distract her a little. 
 
    “I apologize for not being around more often,” I told her.  “Things are busy for me.” 
 
    “You are the Mazhani,” she informed me.  “You have many responsibilities.” 
 
    “No kidding.  I do have a couple of questions for you, though.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Is the Temple at all interested in your child?  Or is it strictly Naskarl who seems bent on getting his hands on her?” 
 
    “I…” she trailed off, thinking.  “I believe it is Naskarl who desires… desires the child.  I suppose the Temple may have an interest, but I have not seen it.” 
 
    “Could they be driving him to collect the kid?” 
 
    Renata blushed.  Her whole life-glow turned an embarrassed shade.  I wouldn’t call it ashamed, but certainly secretive about something personal. 
 
    “I do not think so.” 
 
    “Hmm.  All right.  What more do you need while you’re here?” 
 
    “If it please, this ‘card’ you have given me… it is useful only in the great houses of markets?  The place where one may purchase food or other goods without haggling?” 
 
    “It’s a store card keyed to the bank.  Yes, it only works at the big supermarket place.” 
 
    “Annunciata has spoken of things of great wonder.  Things I should like to see and try, but they are not to be found within this super-market.” 
 
    “I’ll set up an allowance and get you a debit card.  Come and get me in the morning—no, wait.  Make it three o’clock.  You know how to use the timekeeping device?” 
 
    “Yes.  The two hands move at different speeds, pointing at the numbers.  Illaria and I have spoken with Annunciata about the numbers of this country and she has instructed us.  It has been most useful for knowing when she is to come to us and for the strangeness of the money.” 
 
    “Good.  So, come get me at three.” 
 
    “I shall.” 
 
    So I went back through the closet, poked the universe… 
 
    Back in Texas, I hit the bank, set up a weekly fund transfer, signed for a debit card, and Bronze drove me back to the house.  I gave Renata and Illaria some basic instruction on how it worked.  I felt sure Annunciata would help them spend the money.  I had no doubt she would be happy to shop with them.  And, since it was a debit card, they couldn’t run up a bill, only exhaust the smaller, secondary account to which it was keyed.  It should be safe enough. 
 
    I hung around until nightfall, enjoyed the needle-jets of a pressurized shower, and returned to the valley. 
 
    It was slightly after midnight.  Sometimes, this temporal flux thing is awesome. 
 
      
 
    Most of the rest of my night was at the sand table, planning a heist and occasionally adding a function.  With the notes from my spies—there’s really not a better word for the crew on scrying mirror duty—I examined the routes between the Sarcana estate and the places where they accumulated money before transporting it to their primary vault.  Now, how best to interfere?  The money transfers were all toward the end of the day, which might be a problem, but there was no reason not to crack the vault at night.  Would it be better to grab the couriers or hit the places sending the money? 
 
    I whistled while I worked, happily making plans for armed robbery, maybe arson, and some light murder.  I didn’t used to be this way. 
 
    The idea of armed robbery prompted me to wonder how legal this might be.  There was a vendetta on, so direct assaults and military action were acceptable, but would this be viewed as such?  Or would the authorities in the city step in?  Where’s the line drawn?  I wanted to talk to Hazir, but he was doubtless already asleep. 
 
    Still, there were other things needing doing.  I used my scrying table to check on the west trading fort—almost complete, aside from gates and bars and whatnot for the tunnel mouth and the main gate in the wall.  The bridge fortifications were also looking good, as was the bridge.  A quick look around the valley perimeter showed nothing out of the ordinary, either.  No one was camped out near the climbers’ routes into the valley. 
 
    I also did a quick flyover of the roadblock.  It was no longer shielded from scrying observation.  Three tents were shielded from penetration, though.  At a guess, the commanders didn’t bother hiding the blockade now that the priests were in the valley.  It might also have been due to the increase in the force.  They had twice as many men, which may have spread them out beyond the borders of the shielding spell.  Farther down the road, there were more men on the way. 
 
    Did they anticipate an attempt to break out, now that the priests were here to discuss whether or not we would surrender?  Or did they anticipate an attack from outside forces, since I hired warriors from Sarashda?  The first would mean they sent reinforcements about the same time the Temple sent the priests.  The second would account for the additional troops headed their way. 
 
    I almost hoped they would feel frisky and attack.  They weren’t getting through the bridge fort. 
 
    Since everything was going so well here, I popped a micro-gate into my pet pyramid.  It was intact—nothing broke in.  Not that I expected anything to, but it’s nice to know my emergency lair is ready. 
 
    I checked the time in Zombie World through my Ring of Spying.  It was night, so a visit wouldn’t kill me.  Bronze and I went through the gate in the barn.  Eatonville had a furniture store, a one-stop-shop for all my pyramid furniture needs.  I could use a comfy chair.  I might not need a recliner, but why not have one?  I won’t sleep on it, but a mattress to lie on might be a good idea.  A couple of tables, a few heavy chairs, and maybe a flat-pack or two of miscellaneous furniture rounded out the list. 
 
    The entertainment center will never have a television, but it might have a magic mirror. 
 
    As long as I was adding things to my lairs, I set up a small gate in the Zombie World garage.  Eatonville didn’t have any real jewelry stores and I didn’t feel like heading into a major city.  Instead, I restricted the gate-work to the local world and focused on crystal shops.  I grabbed another dozen large crystals.  A little work to further purify their structures, a little basic enchantment to make them power storage, and I plugged six new ones into the rack for charging.  The rest I put in my pet pyramid.  It’s nice to have spares. 
 
    I unloaded furniture in the garage and seriously considered building a shift-booth in it.  The mental math didn’t seem to indicate it would ever be cost-effective, though.  Instead, I carefully set up all the furniture for easy movement before I even checked the time in the Cretaceous.  It was night, but I had no idea how far along.  Maybe I should set up a clock spell, something to monitor the progress of the heavens, like an old grandfather clock.  Then I could tell at a glance if I should bother. 
 
    With everything laid out, I opened the gate.  I stepped through already carrying the mattress by one handle and three of the chairs.  Those went unceremoniously to the side, and I reached back through to drag in the worktable with stuff piled high on it.  Bronze, wearing her statue, nudged the recliner closer and I yanked it through.  She followed and I let the gate close. 
 
    Not bad. 
 
    I put the extra crystals in the rack to let them charge—it’s just a series of holes in the wall—and sorted out the furniture.  Bedroom here, workroom there, a place to sit and read in here.  I have a crash pad. 
 
    More spells.  Repair spells so the furniture doesn’t get old in a thousand years of disuse.  A day-night cycle clock, constantly monitoring the solar position—damn.  I should have put one in Zombie World.  I set up the clock spell, opened a small gate back to Zombie World, and stuck it on the wall opposite the micro-gate in the garage.  It took a second to reorient, but it locked on and I closed the gate. 
 
    Bronze and I went back to our valley and I shut down the micro-gate connections holding the time differential steady. 
 
    Back in the tower, I had a couple of envelopes waiting.  Renata came looking for me, dropped them off, and went back. 
 
    Sometimes this temporal flux thing makes things happen with dizzying speed.  It’s going to take some getting used to. 
 
    I checked the envelopes.  They held contracts with manufacturing companies.  I took them upstairs, reactivating the micro-gate to Texas as I went.  I didn’t want them skipping ahead too far when I had things to settle.  With Texas running at the same speed, I studied the contracts without worrying. 
 
    I sat down in my tower workroom, pulled out the papers, and hated them instantly.  I read them, making notes on terms and conditions, materials and tolerances, warranties and guarantees.  I wasn’t too concerned with how a warranty would work, but if they were prepared to offer a high-end warranty to guarantee the quality of their work, it spoke highly of their confidence in their workmanship. 
 
    The legalese killed the rest of my night.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 26th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    I signed documents and took a quick hop through the shift-booth to mail them and let the time differential do its thing.  Then it was down to drill with the troops for a bit and have breakfast. 
 
    It’s a good morning.  Strange.  I’m in a good mood.  I wonder why.  Is it because I got a lot done last night?  Is it because things seem to be going well?  Or is it because I’m not thinking about how awful things could go? 
 
    Rather than think about it too hard and spoil it, I enjoyed it.  The warriors certainly seemed to enjoy it.  We started with a slow, controlled dance of unarmed moves, kind of like Tai Chi.  It was really for me, not for them, but it’s a good warmup.  Some more stretching, some running, and then everyone was lining up to get beaten on by the Mazhani.  I don’t think my nominal title had much to do with it.  They really did seem happy to be drilling.  Maybe there comes a point when hard work and exercise start to feel normal. 
 
    Do they put antidepressants in the MREs?  Maybe I should check.  Whatever the reason, the morning “warmeets” were making a difference in attitude and in skill.  They were all professional warriors to begin with, but daily workouts sharpened them markedly.  I don’t know how much good it did for me, but it certainly didn’t hurt much. 
 
    After breakfast, I called Hazir.  From the background, he was on his way somewhere when he took my call. 
 
    “Ah, my friend.  How may I be of service?” 
 
    “I was wondering if you could give me some legal advice.” 
 
    “Your fortunes are favored, for I am well-versed in the law due to my employment.” 
 
    “I hoped so.  I don’t want to try and stay awake while reading that much legalese.  Here’s the deal.  I know I’m in a vendetta with Sarcana.  Under normal circumstances, there would be troops maneuvering in the field, minimally impacting Sarashda.  What happens if someone does something in the city?  Say, I surround the Sarcana estate and demand their surrender?  I get the whole city-versus-city thing, but on the smaller scale, how does it affect House-versus-House?” 
 
    “A dubious point under the law,” he acknowledged.  “In most cases, such actions fall under the vendetta defense.  Some actions are considered perhaps not ‘illegal’ so much as improper.  Most of these are what strategists call ‘off the board.’  When moving one’s pieces in the game of vendetta, one moves military pieces on the field.  One does not poke the other player in the eye while he is considering his move.  Therefore, oh… say, kidnapping the son of the manzhani is frowned upon, although it must be proved before the complaining House may expect to demand reparations under the law.  Assassination, hostage-taking, all the personal scale actions are in the same category.  It is somewhat grey, however, since capturing someone on the field of battle is not only accepted but encouraged.” 
 
    “If they can prove I did it in an underhanded or non-military manner, they can get help from the city?” 
 
    “From the Empire, technically, but it amounts to the same thing.  Finances, materiel, personnel—or the Empire may demand similar damages from you.  If you kidnap the manzhani of House Sarcana, the Empire may demand him back, along with a substantial fine.  If you assassinate him, you may be subject to similar treatment.  You see what I mean?” 
 
    “I think so.  But, attacking the estate?” 
 
    “Since it is a strategic move, not a small-scale one, I believe it would be a move ‘on the board,’ so to speak, and subject to reprisal only from House Sarcana,” he assured me.  “However, be warned!  You are accountable for disruptions or destruction of those things which are not of House Sarcana.  If your forces burn down a nearby business, you will be required to pay the damages.” 
 
    “And if it’s a business owned by House Sarcana?” 
 
    “Then it is a valid target.  But the building next door to it, owned by another House, must not be harmed.” 
 
    “Duly noted.  If I want to hit something Sarcana owns, I have to be precise.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hazir.  You’ve given me much to think about.” 
 
    “I am at your service.” 
 
    We signed off and I thought about it.  From his explanation, I didn’t see any reason not to hit the Sarcana treasury and their money supply.  If they were being backed by the Temple, though, they might not need their own money for the duration of the vendetta.  Of course, this would help indicate whether or not the Temple was backing them… 
 
    I wrote some notes and wondered how to deliver them.  Hazir could deliver them, but getting them to him… I finally decided to use his mirror as a gate.  It’s already an enchanted object and he knows I have portal-making devices.  I called him back, explained, and handed the mail to Hazir.  Despite his startlement at gate-based delivery, he promised to drop them off with some of the warriors I hired.  Those could spread the word among the rest. 
 
    With that moving, I went on to draw up some assault plans for a dozen buildings. 
 
      
 
    Leisel called while I had the sand table circling a high-end brothel.  Technically, it’s a house of pleasure, not strictly a sex-worker establishment.  It’s kind of a combination of restaurant, bathhouse, massage parlor, and social club, with the menu including a happy ending dessert.  It reminded me of Bajah’s House of Ten Thousand Pleasures in many ways.  I was not surprised to find it was one of Sarcana’s better money-makers.  Nor was it at all surprising to find it had quite a number of security personnel.  The notes from the scry-spies indicated the money courier traveled in a carriage with four mounted warriors riding escort.  Since the interior of the building was shielded from routine scrying, I was trying to decide whether to hit the building or the courier when the mirror chimed. 
 
    “Yo.” 
 
    “Busy?” Leisel asked. 
 
    “Yes and no.  It’ll wait.” 
 
    “The triskarte is becoming insistent about speaking with you.  It is difficult to put them off longer.” 
 
    “Have they had the full tour?” I sighed. 
 
    “No, only the villages.  They tell me they don’t care to see more of them.  They want to speak to you.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Terauda.  It’s a mining village, so there wasn’t much to see.  They’re having lunch before heading back.” 
 
    “Fine,” I grumped.  My pleasant mood evaporated like snowflakes on a summer sidewalk.  “Who’s your second in command?” 
 
    “Velina.  She should be at the keep.” 
 
    “I’ll have her form up the troops and we’ll welcome them with some pomp.  Then we can meet in… how about the northern outbuilding?  Nobody’s using it, yet, right?” 
 
    “It’s a big, empty hall.” 
 
    “It’ll do.  Call me when you come into sight of the village.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I put my work aside and sent for a lot of masonry.  The neat thing about my rock-manipulating spells is the way you can stick a block on another block and it actually does stick.  I paid special attention to shaving, cleaned myself and my armor, and wished I had time for a haircut. 
 
    Time to build the Lego Throne. 
 
      
 
    The tower’s outbuildings—no, I really need to call it a keep.  It’s got a main, central tower, but there are other structures, a paved courtyard, and a curtain wall surrounding everything.  It’s not simply a tower anymore. 
 
    So, the keep’s outbuildings were intended as extra space for a variety of purposes.  We hadn’t yet got around to using all of them, what with so many other buildings springing up all over the central village, thanks to the sawmill.  We used them mostly as a messhall, barracks, and storage—not counting the long, wooden barn we threw up in a hurry.  We simply didn’t need the fourth of the stone outbuildings yet.  Handy to have it, though, since it made a pretty decent throne room.  We laid down a couple of courses at one end of the rectangular space, raising it, and built a squarish, Lincoln-esque sort of throne on it.  I sat on it and it held me.  I pronounced it good. 
 
    It wasn’t as comfortable as a dragon’s snout, but it was big enough for me in full armor.  I even remembered to leave some openings in the back and sides in case I wanted to sit on it while wearing swords.  It really needed some padding, but it would do. 
 
    While people laid down stones for the building’s architectural spell to grab, I discussed with Velina some of the possible maneuvers for my personal guard.  I didn’t want a lot of confusion at my hand gestures, but I did want to have options if it came to a choice between being conciliatory or intimidating.  It all depended on the priests.  Velina grabbed the local warriors and started on them, working with spit and polish.  While they worked to be visually impressive, I had the room to myself. 
 
    Lighting is always important.  Since light spells are relatively simple, I wanted to control the lighting like a stage director.  It’s one thing to have a spotlight on stage, illuminating one specific circle.  It’s another thing to have the stage illuminated, but with highlights where the audience is supposed to look.  I’m not sure I can explain it.  It’s a visual thing. 
 
    The wall behind the throne glowed.  It wasn’t terribly bright, but it reminded me of the light reflecting off a sidewalk on a summer day.  It didn’t illuminate the whole room all that well, but it meant even with the doors shut the room was merely dim, not pitch-black.  Up close, on the throne, I could have read a newspaper.  I added some other illumination spells in the ceiling, both for ambient lighting and for spotlighting.  A bit of stonework manipulation raised the room’s floor a trifle, just along the side walls, leaving a broad, sunken pathway from the main doors to the foot of the throne. 
 
    I considered filling the slightly-recessed aisle with mist, so people walking along it couldn’t see the floor, but it was too complicated to do in a hurry.  Besides, I wasn’t sure how this was going to go.  There is such a thing as being too dramatic. 
 
    Leisel called.  I notified Velina to get everyone inside as I went out to look.  Sure enough, Leisel and a bunch of strangers approached.  She rode, as did the carriage’s escorts.  I didn’t see anyone in solid colors, but the warriors accompanying the carriage all wore white tabards with a circle symbol.  Or was it an eleven-sided figure, almost circular?  It was hard to tell in the breeze.  The carriage had a pennon flying, composed of three ribbons—yellow and two shades of blue. 
 
    I waved to Leisel and went back inside to wait.  A line of warriors—all female—stood along each of the side walls, armored up and ready.  They outnumbered the carriage escort at least four to one. 
 
    You may have missed it, but I don’t particularly enjoy talking to priests. 
 
    I sat on the blocky throne, threaded both scabbards through holes in the back, and laid Firebrand across the arms.  I steepled my fingers and waited.  After a time, my ears detected a bit of argument outside—mostly stolid insistence meeting frustrated annoyance, followed by eventual exasperated agreement.  The doors opened and Leisel entered, followed by four priests in white, yellow, sky-blue, and purple-blue robes.  Outside, their escorts waited impatiently.  The doors closed behind them, making the room dim for a moment. 
 
    The overhead spotlights started clicking on, shining straight down on the aisle, each lighting up as they passed under it, fading out as they moved beyond.  Leisel swept the room with her eyes, taking in everything.  Three out of four priests either watched the floor or tried to appraise me. 
 
    “Leisel,” I said.  “Good to have you back.”  My voice carried in the stone chamber.  They continued to approach, Leisel heading directly for me while the priests moved somewhat hesitantly.  They didn’t like the lighting or being in a sealed box with me and a bunch of my warriors.  Good.  The one in white was the most interesting of the group.  He was the youngest, possibly a trainee or postulant, and seemed to have a distant air about him, as though drunk or high.  He walked in a straight line, though, albeit with the dark-blue-robed priest’s hand on his elbow. 
 
    “Mazhani,” Leisel addressed me, “these are the—” 
 
    “The gods have not given favor to this enterprise,” the yellow robe interrupted.  “Do not address him so.  He is not the founder of a great House.  He rules a wilderness.  He is a warrior with pretensions until the gods grant him their favor.  If they ever do.” 
 
    Leisel said nothing.  She didn’t look behind her at the still-approaching priests.  I nodded at her to continue, smiling to myself.  On the etiquette front, they opened the offensive, not me.  I was prepared to be polite, but they didn’t give me a chance.  Too bad. 
 
    “Sir, these are the priests of the triskarte of the Temple of Sarashda, come to evaluate—” 
 
    “Your introduction is complete,” interrupted the yellow robe, again.  “We will speak for ourselves about the will of the gods.” 
 
    Leisel’s jaw muscles jumped, but she held her tongue.  She caught my eye and shook her head ever so slightly. 
 
    She’s thinking the three colorful robes are the priests, Firebrand informed me, but the white robe is something different. 
 
    Really?  What is he, then? 
 
    A sacrifice?  Either I’m not understanding her or she doesn’t understand it too well.  See if they’ll sacrifice him to you, Boss. 
 
    I’m not really in the mood for sacrifices.  Ask me again if my altar ego ever shows up. 
 
    Spoilsport. 
 
    I beckoned her forward, whispered to her for a moment, and she moved to sit on the step beside the throne.  The priests, standing in a circle of light, frowned at her informality, then looked around and frowned at the lack of chairs.  The young man in the white robe stood mute, gaze distant, smiling slightly. 
 
    “Very well,” I told them.  “State your business.” 
 
    They exchanged looks.  Clearly, they wanted to do so, but to appear to obey annoyed them. 
 
    “House Sarcana holds the sole approach to this valley,” yellow-robe told me.  He was the tallest of them and wore his narrow beard in a stiff point.  It jiggled as he spoke.  “You are besieged.  You have inadequate crops to sustain your people and no hope of breaking Sarcana’s forces.  We have come to witness your surrender and declare the end of the vendetta.” 
 
    “The vendetta between who?” I asked. 
 
    “Sarcana and you.” 
 
    “Forgive me, gentle priests, for my religious training is not as yours.  Perhaps you could explain to me what House it is Sarcana has vendetta with?” 
 
    Yellow-robe chewed his words a bit, beard dancing, before answering. 
 
    “Sarcana has chosen to acknowledge you as an enemy who must be punished.” 
 
    “In my ignorance, perhaps I have erred,” I said, oozing all the smarm at my command.  “Is the decree of vendetta given by the mahrani of the city?” 
 
    “Only the Temple may grant the vendetta!” 
 
    “Surely, you mean only the gods may grant a vendetta?” 
 
    “The Temple is the voice of the gods.” 
 
    “And the Temple granted the petition by Sarcana to declare vendetta against me,” I reasoned.  “Hence, the Temple—speaking for the gods—has acknowledged me and mine as a House, and therefore I am Mazhani of it.  The gods would not have granted Sarcana’s request if it was not a valid request, would they?  After all, the gods are infallible and the priests ever-faithful in interpreting their will.” 
 
    The three priests huddled amongst themselves, excluding the white-robe.  My ears are good.  I distinctly heard the comment about “it’s not as though the so-called House will be around for long,” and the agreement of the other two. 
 
    I made a small gesture.  In the shadows beyond their circle of light, slow movement started. 
 
    “We agree,” said the yellow robe, turning back to me.  “Thus, we have come to communicate the demands of House Sarcana for your surrender.” 
 
    “Mazhani,” I prompted. 
 
    “What?” he demanded, beard bristling. 
 
    “Is it not customary to address the head of a House by his title?” 
 
    “You have not yet addressed me as ‘Holy One’,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Very well, Holy One.  What were you saying about your mission?” 
 
    “We have come to communicate the demands of House Sarcana for your surrender—Mazhani,” he spat.  While yellow-robe and I spoke, the priest in the indigo robe was more attentive to the white-robed young man.  He whispered to him briefly, but the white-robe merely smiled dreamily and said nothing.  Indigo-robe raised a monocle, worn on a ribbon around his neck, and squinted it into place.  I saw the aura of magic on it, but identifying it was out of the question, just at the moment.  He looked at me through it and his eyes widened so much the monocle fell.  He tried to look casual and replace it, but his hands shook. 
 
    “What are your demands, Holy One?” I asked, calmly. 
 
    “This valley will be claimed by Sarcana.  All the people in it will swear their allegiance to the House.  Everything in it will belong to Sarcana.  Also, specifically, the warrior Renata will be turned over to the House.  You will be permitted to live, banished from Sarashda and its environs forever.” 
 
    I found it intensely interesting he fell for my verbal trap.  Either he missed it entirely or he tacitly admitted the demands were the demands of the priesthood and the Temple, not Sarcana.  He also forgot to address me properly, so I sat silent and waited.  From their perspective, with the light above and the glow from behind me, I was a silhouette, unmoving.  The speaker finally realized what I was waiting for. 
 
    “Mazhani,” he added, grudgingly. 
 
    “I see.  Very well, Holy One.  I shall permit you to carry a message to Sarcana, specifically to Naskarl.” 
 
    “The priesthood is not a messenger service!” 
 
    “You have come with messages,” I countered, sharply, “and you will have my reply.  You are messengers, whatever else you are.” 
 
    “One may not speak to—” 
 
    “I reject your demand for surrender,” I said, pitching my voice loud and stomping over his angry retort.  “I have sufficient forces in play to crush this so-called siege like a nut between hammer and anvil—one of your nuts, if you persist in antagonizing me.” 
 
    “How dare—” 
 
    “Silence!”  When the echoes died, I had it.  “If Naskarl does not withdraw his forces and give up the vendetta, I will strike him like lightning, killing everything in my path, tearing down all Sarcana has built until no stone stands on stone and the earth is salted wherever Sarcana foot has trod.” 
 
    I rose to my feet and my cloak exerted itself to ripple dramatically.  There was no breeze, but so what?  It knows good theater.  I held Firebrand pointed down and to my right, flickering redly against the backdrop of utter blackness. 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Holy One.  You may go.” 
 
    “How dare you—” he began again, affronted, but the overhead light went out.  No longer isolated in brightness, he could see the rest of the room.  Rings of warriors surrounded the little group of priests.  Once they registered, I killed the light from the glowing wall and Firebrand went from a flicker to a flame, blood-red, bathing the room in a flood of crimson, throwing strange and twisting shadows everywhere amid the glints and gleams of the steel surrounding the priests.  I raised a hand and gestured toward the door.  The warriors slowly shuffled aside, forming a dark, narrow aisle lined with shields shining like fresh blood. 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Holy Ones.  You may go,” I repeated, emphasizing my permission.  The three colored robes looked at the one in white, his robe now the color of blood in the crimson light.  He did nothing, merely stood there, which disturbed them greatly. 
 
    “Your insolence will be repaid in this life and all those to follow,” yellow-robe said. 
 
    “Are you feeling well, Holy One?  Your memory seems to have failed you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Mazhani,” I reminded him.  “Perhaps you require rest?  Shall I have you escorted to a guest chamber until you are feeling better and your memory improves?  We would not want you to be put upon the road until you are fully rested—no matter how long it might take.  I’m willing to offer my hospitality indefinitely, if need be.” 
 
    The priests stood staring at me for several seconds.  The one in the purple-blue robe moved first, tugging on his companions and silently urging them out the door. 
 
    “Good fortune on your journey, Holy Ones,” I called after them.  “The road is long and dangerous!  There is no telling what perils may befall you in the wilderness.” 
 
    They hurried out—dignified but rapid—hustling their younger companion along.  I urged all the guards to follow them out.  The door shut and I slumped back down onto the seat, painfully.  It needed padding, but I didn’t have time beforehand.  It’s what I get for hurrying. 
 
    Leisel cleared her throat. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “The lights…?” 
 
    “Oh.”  I clicked on all the lights and blinked, resisting the urge to sneeze.  An amused Firebrand went out and I sheathed it. 
 
    “So, we’re joining the kustoni?” she asked. 
 
    “Not if I can avoid it.  Although, now you mention it, we could probably move a thousand miles west and establish a nice village.  After trading a few raids with the neighbors, I’m pretty sure they’d choose to leave us alone.  On the other hand, if we’re clearly wealthy in terms of steel and other advanced technology, they might never give up.  I don’t think they’re motivated by greed any more than anyone else, but—” 
 
    “I wasn’t serious.” 
 
    “Oh.  Sorry.” 
 
    She stood up and moved to the side of the throne.  She tapped my arm and I moved so she could throw a hip over the side. 
 
    “You’ve angered Sarcana, killed Tobar and probably angered the Ak’anthai, and now you’re picking a fight with the Temple.  If you want to die, did you have to lure a lot of people out here to go with you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if you’re serious.” 
 
    “Neither am I,” she admitted. 
 
    “That hurts.” 
 
    “I’m your vidat, not your milette.  It’s not my job to tell you only what you want to hear.  Why antagonize the triskarte?” 
 
    “I don’t like priests.” 
 
    “I gathered.  Why not?” 
 
    “Because… hmm.  Give me a minute to put it into words.” 
 
    I thought about it.  Aside from the obvious answer—I’m an undead monster who tends to sublimate when exposed to hostile celestial forces—what did I have against priests? 
 
    “I think,” I began, slowly, “it’s got something to do with organized religion.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I just feel the gods can talk to anyone they choose, not just a bunch of clergy.  If a god won’t talk to you because you’re not special enough, do you need to be worshiping it?” 
 
    “Now you’re getting blasphemous.” 
 
    “Heretical,” I corrected.  “No, wait.  Maybe it is blasphemy.  Sometimes I’m fuzzy on the difference.  Look, I’m sorry.  We haven’t had a lot of discussion on religion, and maybe we’re not going to see eye to eye on it.” 
 
    “I’m not particularly faithful,” she assured me.  “Everyone has a job they do, and the priests’ job is to talk to the gods.  Maybe some people are in the wrong jobs—there are lousy farmers and lousy rulers, why not lousy priests?  Overall, it works, and it’s the way things are.” 
 
    “And it may be the right thing for the Empire,” I agreed, grudgingly.  “Thing is, I believe the gods only have priests because the gods don’t want to waste their time and energy on piddly little things.  If all someone needs is a willing ear and some encouragement, fine.  A priest can be tasked with that.  But when you start getting a theological organization big enough and powerful enough—in worldly terms—to dictate to the worldly authorities, it’s grown too big.  If the gods want the kings and princes of the world to do things a certain way, it shouldn’t be up to the priests.  There’s too much chance of some priest being unworthy, or misinterpreting, or miscommunicating, or something.  If the gods can make their presence felt and their will clear, they should be able to hear those who worship them.  Whether it’s from a ruler or a peasant, prayer shouldn’t have to go through a mortal intermediary.” 
 
    “So, you object to priests and temples, but not to the gods?” 
 
    “Priests and temples are fine, if that’s what the gods want.  I question where the authority of a priest or temple ends.  If I’m not talking directly to god, I have to take a priest’s word for it?” 
 
    “A priest would not risk the wrath of the divine in a lie.” 
 
    “You haven’t met as many priests as I have, nor as many gods.” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” she allowed, uncomfortably.  “Maybe you’re right.  The sacrifice didn’t have anything to say to you.” 
 
    “The sacrifice?” I repeated. 
 
    “The one in white.” 
 
    “How was he a sacrifice?” 
 
    “Uh… I’m not sure.  I’m not a priest,” she admitted. 
 
    “Thank the gods for that.  Still, try and tell me what you know of this ‘sacrifice,’ please.” 
 
    “Sometimes, something terrible has to be challenged, or killed, or whatever it is with terrible things.  The priests sanctify someone as a vessel of divine power.  The sanctified sacrifice is then sent to face whatever it is and destroy it by the power of the gods, or something.  Maybe it’s a monster, but sometimes it’s a drought, or a plague, or something.  The monster kills the sanctified sacrifice and is destroyed, itself.  For a drought or a plague, they kill the sacrifice themselves.  I suppose they could kill the sacrifice themselves to destroy a monster, but I gather the demon-thing usually kills the vessel.” 
 
    Inwardly, I admitted it could work.  Human sacrifice is one of the most powerful ways to immediately energize a god.  Using that method, with the proper mental focus, it might be like casting a spell.  A powerful spell, at that.  If the person being sacrificed was willing—or conditioned—to be in the proper mental state, focused on the result, it could be extremely powerful. 
 
    Privately, I was glad we had this audience during the day. 
 
    “So, they prepared one for me?” I asked, aloud. 
 
    “I think they were checking to see if you were… I don’t know.  Something dark and terrible needing to be destroyed by the gods.  Or, no, they had to suspect.  I don’t think they would do this just as a test.” 
 
    “And their holy vessel of divine retribution didn’t see me that way?” 
 
    “I’m not sure how it works.  I suppose not.” 
 
    “Yay for me.” 
 
    “Yes.  Yay for you.” 
 
    We sat there in silence for a bit while I considered where I needed to go, what I needed to do. 
 
    “May I ask a personal question?” Leisel asked. 
 
    “What’s more personal than religion?  Sex?” 
 
    “I mean about you.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “I’ve seen some strange things in my time,” she began.  “Some of them stranger than your, what do you call it, transformation.  Now I have to ask… or maybe I need to be reassured again.” 
 
    “On what?  Whether or not I’m a demon?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’re not,” she agreed.  “There would have been some reaction from the boy.  Bursting into fire.  Lights.  Something.  I’m glad you’re not a demon, but I’m still… not quite sure what it is you actually are.” 
 
    “The sanctified sacrifice didn’t seem to mind me, right?” 
 
    “You’re not answering.” 
 
    “It’s a thorny question.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “You really want to know?” 
 
    “I did say I would ask when I wanted to know.  I’m not sure I want to know, but I am sure I don’t want to live with not knowing.” 
 
    “All right.  We had some of this discussion the first night we, uh…” 
 
    “I remember.  You said you were a man with some sort of… thing?  I’m not sure exactly what you meant.” 
 
    “I was born a human being, just like you.  Since then, I’ve gone through some changes.  I’ve been bitten by monsters, poisoned by demons, imprisoned by wizards, and lightly fried by various gods.  All these things have changed me.  Did I start as a human being?  Yes.  Am I still one?  I can’t answer that honestly, because I honestly don’t know.  Sometimes I think of myself as a monster, but that’s mainly because I have to do monstrous things from time to time.  Although,” I added, thoughtfully, “I suppose acknowledging it kind of makes a case for humanity.” 
 
    “So you’re a man with… additions?  The Powers have moved through you and changed you?” 
 
    “That’s… I suppose you could put it that way, yes.  If you killed an evil wizard and smashed one of his magic crystals, and the smashed crystal did something magical to you so you could see perfectly in the dark forever, would you still be human?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And the dragon you killed, if its blood splashed you and made you invulnerable to fire, would you still be human?” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “And when you fight a demon and you survive its venomous sting, you thereafter find you can smell when someone is evil, would you still be human?” 
 
    “I think is begin to see.” 
 
    “I have an advanced case of this sort of thing.  There are a lot of changes from the base model, but, down underneath it all, I started life as a mortal man.” 
 
    “So you are a mortal man with changes?  That’s it?” 
 
    “You seem awfully concerned about it.” 
 
    “I’m vidat to what might be a monster who wants to overthrow the Temples and destroy the gods.” 
 
    “Is that all?  I can set your mind at ease on that, at least.  I don’t want to destroy the Empire or the Temples.  I have issues with them, but my major concerns are keeping this valley and everyone in it safe.” 
 
    “And if the Temples say you may not?” 
 
    “I care more for the safety of these people than I do for the Temples’ permission.  I’ve invested more time and effort in this place than I intended, so I’m not giving up on it now.  I’m not going to be run off by a bunch of self-righteous religious nuts with a penchant for meddling.  If I have to raise a small mountain range between us and deal only with the kustoni, I will.” 
 
    “You don’t want to waste your efforts.  I understand.  Is this the only reason?” 
 
    “I also like a few of the people,” I admitted.  She smiled a little and I was glad to see it. 
 
    “I believe you.” 
 
    “Good.  And, to add to your level of reassurance, I have a captive Temple assassin in the dungeon.  I’d like you to do the interrogating.” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to be brutal, unpleasant, and rude to her.” 
 
    “So you send me?” Leisel asked. 
 
    “Not exactly.  By sending you, you get to decide what tactics to use.  If I do it, I’ll do something brutal, unpleasant, and rude—and I don’t like sinking to that level.” 
 
    “You frighten me.” 
 
    “Please don’t be frightened.  Of all the people in the valley, I care about you the most.” 
 
    “That’s what frightens me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I feel… I don’t know.  I’m not sure I want that sort of attention.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “There’s something about you.  You’re not like other men.  I’m not talking about your powers, frightening as those are.  The first wizard couldn’t do what you do, and I’m not sure all the wizards in the world could, either.  I’m talking about you.  The way you speak, the way you act, the way you carry yourself.  I don’t know what it is.  It’s attractive.  It’s powerful.  But it’s frightening, too.  It’s like… like… like admiring the sea.  It’s huge.  It fills the horizon.  It’s alive and powerful and vast.  You don’t expect to talk to it, to have it notice you and listen to what you say.  You don’t expect it to care about you.  You don’t expect the waters to part and offer you their secret treasures.  You don’t expect it to pour up out of its bed and stand beside you and ask you how you feel.  And when it does, you don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I observed, because it was.  “If it will set your mind at ease, remember this:  Whatever I’m doing, I’m always willing to listen to you.  Hence my desire to have you take over the interrogation of the lady who tried to kill me.  I don’t want you to watch me do anything ugly to her—and I don’t want to know what sort of ugly you have to use to get her to talk.  In a similar artery, you can always tell me I’m going too far.  If you don’t like something, we’ll discuss it.  Either you’ll see why I’m doing it and approve, or I’ll agree you’re right and I shouldn’t.  I’ll always try to help you, no matter what, and always listen to you.” 
 
    “And you’ll protect me from anything, because you’re a great warrior?” she asked.  I thought I detected an undertone of sarcasm, possibly derision. 
 
    “Nope.  You’ll protect yourself.  If you need my protection, you’ll let me know.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “However,” I went on, “if something kills you, I guarantee it will not survive.  I’m not so good at protecting people, but I’m one of the best at avenging.  So try not to get hurt by anything you don’t want dead.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Feel any better about your semi-human Mazhani?” 
 
    “Some.  I’m still not comfortable with your opinions on religion.” 
 
    “That’s fair.  I’m not comfortable with your religion, especially when it sends people to assassinate me.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s typical,” she offered. 
 
    “But neither of us knows for sure.  Go ask what’s-her-name.  But on the subject of being religious—I won’t interfere.  If you want, we can build a Temple here, which I will promptly ignore.  Or we can not build one and I’ll ignore it just the same.” 
 
    “Why does that make me feel better?” she asked, cocking her head to look at me. 
 
    “I have no idea.  Maybe it’s the thought I’m trying to leave the Temples alone?” 
 
    “That may be it.  Speaking of which, what do you want done, besides the questioning?  You’ve thrown the priests out, intimidating them in the process, and denied their request for a clean surrender.  We’re likely to have a permanent siege, now, with no quarter given.” 
 
    “Good.  We can take them in a straight fight.” 
 
    “We can?” 
 
    “Let me be clear on this.  I have never understood the custom of maneuvering to a game-board victory.  I’m much more comfortable with fighting until one side or the other breaks and runs screaming for the hills—and possibly riding after them to kill the stragglers and prevent the survivors from finding some backbone later.  War is not a game.  It’s a struggle to achieve victory, complete and utter.  If Sarcana is going to be the House to get the demonstration, there won’t be a Sarcana when we’re done.  And if the Temple decides it’s going to get shirty about it, the surviving priests can drag themselves out of the rubble and complain to Scarlett O’Hara’s fourth husband, because he might give a damn.” 
 
    Leisel licked her lips and chewed on the lower one before answering.  Her hands were tight-clasped on her knee, knuckles pale. 
 
    “Do you remember what I said about powerful and attractive?” 
 
    “Vaguely.  I don’t take compliments well.  I have too low a self-image.” 
 
    Firebrand made a psychic noise, sort of a suppressed snort.  I don’t think Leisel heard it. 
 
    “Then, do you remember what I said about how a woman has needs?” 
 
    “Yes, I recall.” 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    Hazir called me on my mirror.  It was not a good time, so I called him back a few minutes later.  My mirror has a “missed call” function, because I’ve spent a lot of time using it and tweaking it.  Standard models are simpler. 
 
    “Hazir.  What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I have delivered your messages successfully and spoken with your hired warriors,” he told me.  “They are eager to have a task.” 
 
    “I didn’t intend for you to be involved.  This is likely to be a conflict of interest with your regular duties.” 
 
    “Oh, I shall not participate.  I am simply spending some time with fellow warriors in a social setting.  If they have duties later tonight, I will understand and return to my own affairs.”  He glanced over my shoulder.  “You are not the only man with affairs demanding close attention.” 
 
    “And yours make a good alibi?” 
 
    “Let us not speak of such things here.” 
 
    “Fair.  Is everyone there already?” 
 
    “It is better to be early.” 
 
    “Also fair.  Let me get dressed and I’ll be right there.” 
 
    I closed the mirror and moved to dress.  Leisel remained where she was, sitting up against the wall.  The local beds don’t go in for headboards.  They’re platforms with stuffed-bag mattresses on top.  It’s like a giant pillow.  A lumpy pillow. 
 
    “Do I need to know?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m going into Sarashda to supervise the destruction and robbery of several of Sarcana’s major income sources.  Remember the scrying spies you set up for me?  They tracked these down and I’ve looked them over.  It’s going to be a bad evening for Sarcana’s finances.” 
 
    Leisel sat up straighter, eyes bright. 
 
    “So, we stand to battle?” 
 
    “I do.  You have the worse duty.” 
 
    “Oh.  I have to stay here and be responsible?” 
 
    “Such is the burden of the First of the valley.” 
 
    “What did you call me?” 
 
    “We’re going to separate ourselves from Sarashda.  If we have enough warriors, we’ll have our own ranking system, won’t we?” 
 
    “I am unlikely to be at the top,” she warned. 
 
    “Possibly not, but if someone else has that duty, you’re free to focus on being a mahrani and my vidat.  Yes?” 
 
    “Yes!” she exclaimed, but cooled quickly.  “But I’m only a warrior.  I wasn’t born to—” 
 
    “I’m putting you in charge.  This is a warrior’s valley and we’re still under threat from Sarcana and from the kustoni—but I wouldn’t worry about either, at the moment.  While we’re under threat, the warriors are in charge, and you’re in charge of the warriors.  So, my technically-not-but-really-are-mahrani, you’re in charge.  Clear?” 
 
    “Clear.  It’s just…I’ve never been… I mean, I’ve been in command of warriors for a while, and I think I’m doing well, but I’ve never been in charge of a whole…” 
 
    “How much governing have I been doing?” 
 
    “Almost none.” 
 
    “So, who’s been in charge?” 
 
    “I didn’t think of it that way.  You’ve always been in command.  I’m only doing what I think you want done.” 
 
    “And it isn’t changing.  You’re officially doing what I want for the valley.  If there are problems you can’t handle, you come to me.  Fair?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “I’ll see about getting you some armor, too, so you can look the part.  Have someone sort out the rankings, will you?” 
 
    “We’ll have a tournament.” 
 
    “Hold it.  I also want to include a board game.  Do you know the one where you move the pieces around, like moving armies?” I asked, thinking if they didn’t have one, I’d “invent” one.  Somewhere in the back of my mind I was pretty sure some of my meals knew how to play one. 
 
    “Shahs?  The battle-game?” 
 
    “I think so.  We need to rank people on both martial skill and on strategic skill.  I also want to have some additional war-games where people lead others in battle to capture an enemy flag.  We’ll probably need to set up a system to score points.” 
 
    “This sounds complicated.” 
 
    “But much more accurate than the ladder in Sarashda.  A First there may be heavily armored, moderately-skilled, and incompetent to lead.  One of the others may have a talent for Shahs and lightning reflexes, but inadequate training and minimal armor.  Their ladder doesn’t reflect a warrior’s worth.  I think the additional trouble is worth it.” 
 
    She rolled out of bed and started throwing on clothes while I spoke. 
 
    “I’ll think about it while I interrogate your prisoner.  I’ll also send another squad out to the bridge.” 
 
    “The bridge?” 
 
    “If you’re about to cause havoc with Sarashda, they may try an attack.  They’ve enough force gathered at their blockade to try it, but they’ve had no reason.  If you’re about to anger Naskarl, he may give foolish orders.” 
 
    “Good point.”  I kissed her quickly and picked up my helmet and gauntlets. 
 
    I went down to the barn and Bronze met me there.  I called Hazir back, used the connection for a gate lock, and we stepped through into a sort of backstage area to a theater. 
 
    The structure was an amphitheater to rival the arena, but it was a stage with seating for plays and the like, not somewhere to have men and monsters try to kill each other.  Behind the stage were buildings, several of them, all joined together in a haphazard fashion.  Without a production going on, it was a lot of space going to waste.  No doubt some sections were storage for props and the like, locked up and possibly guarded, but we had a sizable room all to ourselves. 
 
    Hazir extended his hand and we did the ceremonial high-five in place of a handshake.  Everyone else—the warriors I hired and the warriors they hired for me—looked somewhere between keenly interested and uncomfortable.  Everyone was armed and ready, as per their instructions.  Good. 
 
    “Welcome, friend Al.  I see your magic door still works with precision and dispatch.” 
 
    “It does.  I’m quite fond of it.  Now, if you will excuse us, I’m afraid I have to get right to work this evening.” 
 
    “A pity.  I do understand you are busy with your vendetta.  Naturally, I cannot take sides.” 
 
    “I understand.  Good evening, friend Hazir.” 
 
    “Good evening to you, friend Al.  And to all of you,” he added, nodding at the others.  He took his leave and I wondered where his servants were.  Probably outside, waiting.  If they didn’t see anything, they couldn’t be used to question his impartiality. 
 
    I had the warriors divide themselves into groups of five and handed out battle plans.  For the most part, they would have a simple task.  Walk in the door, put any employees to the sword, take the money, and leave.  Not rendezvous elsewhere, not deliver it to me, but take the money and run.  Anywhere not Sarashda.  I already had documents written to that effect so any authorities other than Sarcana should acknowledge they were following orders in a vendetta.  The warriors liked it.  It was a new wrinkle in inter-House warfare and it met with their enthusiastic approval.  Financial gain usually does. 
 
    “Don’t stick around too long hunting for loot,” I cautioned.  “If you get caught, Sarcana will still kill you.  The objective is to get what you can and get away with it.  There shouldn’t be so much loot you have a hard time carrying it.  If it’s going to slow you down, don’t take it.  I want you to be smart and effective, not stupid and dead.” 
 
    They promised, but I had my doubts. 
 
    The odd mission was the treasure courier from the pleasure-house.  We could attack the brothel, but it had over a dozen warriors on guard duty.  Even if we won, it would take time, possibly time enough for reinforcements to arrive if they fought a defensive battle.  The carriage and four escorts was mobile and likely to try to run for it, but also more vulnerable.  Fortunately, I know someone who has a lot of influence over horses, so I planned to go along on the mission. 
 
    There was a moderate delay while I watched the pleasure-house, waiting for the carriage to get ready.  I wanted the assaults to be somewhat coordinated.  They didn’t have to be simultaneous.  I only wanted to avoid giving warning.  If one or two hits are reported, then a couple more, and then a couple more, someone might realize it was the beginning of a full-scale attack.  If they all occurred within ten or twenty minutes of each other, we should be able to walk away.  Even a modern emergency call takes precious time—someone calls the cops, they get the story, they relay it to the nearest unit, the unit heads toward the trouble, and finally you have a policeman.  Even with a magic mirror, I doubted anyone in House Sarcana, or even the whole of the city of Sarashda, was capable of quicker response on horseback. 
 
    The carriage from the Sarcana estate pulled up at the pleasure-house, preparatory to loading the profits.  Everyone headed for their targets, some on their own horses, some riding double, and few crowding into small, open, one-horse carts.  I accompanied my squad as we headed off at a walk.  All we had to do was get between the Sarcana estate and the pleasure-house. 
 
    I watched on my mirror as squads made it to their targets.  They didn’t deploy expertly, but they did know their business once they entered the establishments.  No shields—not in tight quarters—but bucklers and short swords did the good work.  I didn’t watch all of them, but I watched enough to know they knew their business and were following instructions. 
 
    My focus shifted to an aerial view, watching the Sarcana carriage.  The money was loaded in a pair of strongboxes, the courier stepped inside and sat on them, the guards mounted up and rode fore and aft of the transport, and the whole arrangement set off at a brisk trot. 
 
    I had us move over to another street in order to intercept them.  In a line, we all rode up the street in the opposite direction rather than sit and wait as an obvious ambush.  I took two men with me as “retainers” and led the other three by about one carriage-length.  The guards were alert, but they were mostly concerned with me.  I don’t think they can be blamed.  I was wearing the black armor, so they recognized me, and Bronze is usually two plane tickets and a long cab ride from inconspicuous. 
 
    We passed by each other, trading glares and sneers.  We stopped just as the rearguard passed me, about the same time the carriage-horses snorted, clattered to a halt, and reared in the traces.  The driver shouted, the guards’ heads snapped around, and swords came out all over the place.  I did my part by running Firebrand through the guard on the left-rear.  Then it was five against three for the guards.  The driver gave up trying to control his horses—they shivered and trembled when he applied the whip, but they didn’t move. 
 
    Bronze swung around and brought me alongside.  I convinced the driver to quit by grabbing his ankle and jerking him across, over my head, and into the nearest wall.  I missed the window, so eventually he also hit the ground.  He chose to lay there and moan.  His partner, riding shotgun, stood up and moved toward me, intending to use his sword.  Firebrand, being about two feet longer, gave him the universal signal to slow down—a sucking chest wound.  He gasped and gurgled and fell from the carriage seat. 
 
    Meanwhile, my men dispatched the three remaining guards.  Two of mine were wounded, but not enough to stop. 
 
    I tried to look in the carriage window, but it was well-curtained. 
 
    “Get out and run,” I called.  “You’ll live.  Stay inside and we’ll come in after you.” 
 
    “The first man inside dies!” 
 
    I rammed Firebrand’s point through the door.  It burped fire and I withdrew the blade.  The scream was partly startlement, partly pain.  Smoke wafted out of the carriage.  I heard the crackle of something actively burning inside. 
 
    “Five.  Four.  Three.  Two…” 
 
    The door opened and a smoking, singed courier hopped out, coughing.  The two wounded men climbed inside and extinguished burning curtains.  A third man took the driver’s seat, and the other two managed the empty horses.  We set off for the nearest city gate at the best speed traffic would allow.  With me in the lead—and, more importantly, Bronze—city traffic was remarkably accommodating. 
 
    As I suspected, the response time is woefully slow for places without a formal emergency services number.  We parted company at the city gate and I turned back. 
 
    Time to find a suitable doorway and get back to the valley.  The sunset was looming and I had one more robbery planned. 
 
      
 
    My specially-coded hole in the estate’s scrying defenses was still there.  The weakened areas of wall were also intact.  The first would require someone cast a diagnostic spell and see beyond the basic “It’s working” indicator.  The second would require someone lean on the wall in exactly the right spot.  Neither happened. 
 
    I looked over the vault again, remotely.  It looked no different from before. 
 
    One of the things I learned from Mary is how useless a vault can be. 
 
    Let me explain.  A vault is a physical barrier.  If no one bothers you, it’s possible to break into any vault.  All it takes is equipment and time.  The reason vaults are popular is they force you to take time, allowing people to show up and argue with you.  They’re also a good place to put alarms (so people will immediately show up) and traps (so people don’t have to show up).  Admittedly, my native world frowned on traps and other active defenses, but it wasn’t a problem here. 
 
    Ideally, your vault is hidden away, shielded from casual examination.  If someone can get the detailed plans on your vault, its alarms, its defenses, the locking mechanism, all of it, then most of the time spent opening it can be prepared in advance.  I don’t have to sneak down to the vault and examine the alarm spell, carefully tracing it then and there, and invent a bypass to keep it from going off.  I don’t have to analyze the lightning trap while sitting in front of the door, hoping it isn’t on a timer.  And I don’t have to spend half an hour examining the intricate mechanism inside the door for sliding the locking bolts. 
 
    With a hole in the scrying defenses, I get to sit in my workshop, put my feet up, and make notes rather casually.  I can even prepare spells to handle specific obstacles—in this case, alarms, lightning, fire, and the defensive spell warping the signature of space around the vault.  If I had to, I could unlock the door, but it would slow me down.  If I broke the warping spell, I could use a gate to get in, gather up a ton of gold, and use a gate to get out again.  Best of all, the locked door would defend me from people who might show up to argue. 
 
    Dealing with the various spells was never in doubt.  One at a time, in the proper sequence, either disabling or destroying them—the outcome was inevitable.  It was like taking apart a gun.  As long as no one was using it to shoot at me, what was going to stop me?  My only real concern was the interior of the vault.  Until I took down the space-warping spell, I couldn’t look inside to check on any interior defenses.  And, once I did that, the clock would start ticking—not because of any alarm, but because of two other reasons.  Something inside the vault, as yet unseen, might set off an alarm, or someone involved in the vault’s security might notice. 
 
    Briefly, I toyed with the idea of arson as a diversion.  Despite Firebrand’s enthusiastic approval, I nixed it.  While it might offer some distraction to the defenders, it would also wake up everyone and draw more attention to the fact something was wrong.  What I hoped to do was get in, get the gold, and get out again as quickly as possible—and, hopefully, before anyone could respond effectively.  If we started things burning, it would, in essence, give the other guys a wake-up call.  Better to jump them while most of them are sound asleep. 
 
    I wish Mary were here.  She’s the professional.  She’d walk in, talk sweetly to a bunch of guards, and walk out again disguised as a clinking fat lady. 
 
    It was about three in the morning before I had everything arranged to my satisfaction.  I made sure my person-sized gate in the workshop was in good working order and had extra power, since I was planning to open it inside the vault.  People trying to bother me in my thievery would have to unlock the vault to get in, so I was unlikely to be surprised.  I didn’t relish the idea of relying solely on a magical gate as my only escape, so I brought the silver phasing cloak with me.  With the warping spell down, it ought to work fine.  I didn’t like the ought to portion, but it was another option besides a gate.  And, if all else failed, someone in Sarcana would come to open the door for me, and then I could leave in a more mundane, although more violent, fashion. 
 
    My scrying spell shimmered into existence at the base of the stairs, outside the vault door.  It was an iron door, quite heavy, and locked with both mechanical bolts and spells.  I liked the mechanical setup inside the door.  The lock was fine and complicated, but turning the key to open it didn’t move the heavy bolts.  Instead, the internal lock engaged a mechanism to let the person opening it turn a handle, and the handle drew back the bolts.  Until the key unlocked the mechanism, the handle simply spun.  A clever way around the problem of a fine mechanism and thick bolts. 
 
    I set off a sequence of spells, launching them through a small, brute-force gate.  First in the alarm system, then in the defenses, then in the locking mechanism, and finally in the warp shield.  I didn’t wait to evaluate the results, but plunged my scrying sensor through the door and into the vault. 
 
    The room was not illuminated, so I saw everything in shades of grey.  It was not well-organized in the sense it did not have dedicated shelves or drawers, but the chests bolted to the floor were arrayed neatly.  The chests were also locked, but they did not appear magical in any way.  Presumably, alarms on the chests wouldn’t penetrate the vault’s defenses. 
 
    I chose to leave the door closed and use it as a last line of defense in case I was detected.  I opened a gate on the inside of the vault, using the main door’s frame as the target lock. 
 
    The sight that greeted me was not what I saw in my scrying spell. 
 
    In retrospect, it’s easy to see what happened.  Inside the vault, someone had a false-scrying illusion.  Why would there be one?  Because someone is determined to safeguard their vault contents.  I was mildly impressed.  There were two layers of magical defenses I had to overcome to get a scrying sensor in there in the first place.  I’ve used a similar spell to intimidate would-be spies by forcing the image they see to be a huge, lidless eye of fire.  What I saw was simply a picture of the interior of the vault, dark and empty, concealing the true contents. 
 
    Four warriors, seated on chests, leaped to their feet.  The usual scale armor gleamed in the lamplight and reflected from drawn swords.  They stared at me, at least as startled as I was.  We traded dumbfounded expressions for several seconds before one of them recovered and charged me.  I stepped through the gate, swept his thrust aside with the back of one gauntlet, and thrust my hand forward like a spear, into his face and out the back of his head.  He didn’t even convulse, just went down. 
 
    The other three charged as the gate opening disappeared, transferred down to my Ring of Spying.  I pressed back against the vault door for leverage and threw my fresh corpse, fouling two of them.  The remaining man hacked at me and I took it on my forearm armor, grabbed his wrist—I was aiming for his hand—and squeezed, making crunching noises.  He screamed, echoingly, which bothered my ears a bit and annoyed me. 
 
    I drew Firebrand.  The lamps were not the enchanted sort, so they blazed white as Firebrand caught fire. 
 
    The other two approached more carefully, so I whisked Firebrand in a blinding, bright arc, both to leave afterimages on their vision and to open a sizable hole in the guard with the broken wrist. 
 
    They moved toward me together, careful to keep a wide spacing.  They wanted me between them, but I wasn’t willing to take my time.  Tendrils—always coiling and shifting about me at night—flicked invisibly through the room, latching on to everything with any life left in it.  Instantly, they finished off the wounded.  The unwounded staggered as their vitality drained away.  One realized I was doing something and attacked, but two quick movements and he was lying down, smoking slightly, while his blood joined the rest in crawling rapidly up my boots.  The other simply collapsed.  I gave everyone some head wounds to help define the cause of death and sheathed Firebrand.  There wasn’t much to be done about the blood loss, but everything has a downside.  I went to work with my Saber of Sharpness. 
 
    Opening the chests was not difficult.  Scooping out bags of coins wasn’t, either.  But transporting it all—that was trickier.  The vault and the layout did not lend itself well to rapid transportation of wealth, and there were quite a lot of bags in quite a lot of chests.  I hadn’t anticipated a haul this large.  Gold is heavy, so… what?  Two tons?  Three?  I might be able to drag it all up the stairs, but in what?  I didn’t bring a sled, and tossing a couple of tons through a gate—two fistfuls at a time!—would take much longer than I liked.  It was labor-intensive, to say the least, and I wasn’t comfortable taking so much time. 
 
    I can get more money, but Sarcana doesn’t have my resources.  I wound up cutting open the chests, tossing bags into the infinite darkness of my cloak, and moving on to the next chest.  I cleaned out the whole vault that way, saving only the last chest of gold as a prize.  That one, I cut free from the floor and carried out through my gate as I departed. 
 
    I didn’t even hear anyone trying to get into the vault.  It’s possible they didn’t hear anything, didn’t even notice my arrival, but I tend to think they simply didn’t get anyone with the key down there in time. 
 
    I closed the gate and went to hand off the money. 
 
    Note to self:  Gold is heavy.  When hauling it about at night, at least pretend to strain.  Velina was on duty and seemed more than a little startled when I brought the chest down to the ground floor.  The ground floor of the tower is sort of the central command, now, I guess.  There are always a couple of female warriors on duty and another at a table—not a desk, exactly, but the next best thing.  This is in addition to the two guards stationed outside the main door. 
 
    I should really look into how the keep is secured, but it’s more Leisel’s job than mine.  I already provided a tower, masonry outbuildings, a defensive wall for a perimeter, and a paved courtyard.  I think I should be allowed to delegate. 
 
    You know you won’t let it go, Boss. 
 
    Shut your flame-hole, you. 
 
    “Can we use part of the dungeon as a treasury?” Velina asked, and tried to lift one end of it.  She grunted and it didn’t move. 
 
    “Of course.  We’ll want someone on top of it until I can get some enchantments installed.” 
 
    She grunted again, this time an affirmative, and opened the chest.  They started carrying down individual bags.  No doubt the chest would follow, simply as a container, once it was empty. 
 
    The door to the upward stairs opened and Renata came through, waddling slightly.  She was definitively pregnant and, strangely enough, I’d say she was no less beautiful.  I’m no expert, but I’m guessing she was eight months.  Part of my guess was based on the secondary glow shining through her midsection.  The kid looked nearly done to me.  It also looked completely normal.  If there was a disembodied light occupying the little person, it was now an embodied light, which raised a whole slew of questions I couldn’t answer. 
 
    “Renata!  Good to see you.  It’s been a while.  How are things?” 
 
    “We have papers from the Republic about your weapons.  We do not know how to answer them.” 
 
    “That’s odd.  Let’s go look.” 
 
    I escorted her up the stairs again.  By now, they were easily wide enough to walk side-by-side.  I took it as a measure of her condition when she accepted my arm.  She sometimes seems to have a chip on her shoulder, whether from long habit—the extra-pretty warrior being mistaken for a courtesan—or from her annoyance at being guarded instead of doing the guarding. 
 
    We went up to the shift-booth and I paused for a moment to check the time.  Daylight on the far side told me to wait. 
 
    “Tell you what, Renata.  Go ahead.  I’ll change clothes, since they don’t wear armor there.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “If I get sidetracked, come get me after sunset.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    She went through, I switched out of my armor, and I flicked the micro-gate on and off a couple of times to advance the daylight over there.  After a few flicks, the sun went down in the Republic and Renata came back to get me. 
 
    Sitting in the living room—the nicely-furnished living room, I noticed—I reviewed the documents.  The Republic of Texas was kindly informing me of the import restrictions on weapons.  Crossbows weren’t forbidden, but any shipment of a hundred or more “devices designed for the purpose of launching a harmful projectile” required a lot of paperwork.  Permits.  Fees.  Background checks.  Import statements, supply contracts, and, in most cases, a business license to prove I could sell them retail. 
 
    I think they just don’t want anyone supplying a private army. 
 
    Until such time as I filled out and filed the proper paperwork, my shipment from my Mexican—I’m going to think of it as “Mexico.”  They referred to it as “Nueva España,” but it occupied the area I think of as Mexico—from my Mexican manufacturer would be held at the customs impound yard in Laredo.  It also mentioned, in passing, something about “subject to storage fees and import tax,” but didn’t list any schedules for it.  I was reminded of a restaurant rule:  If they don’t publish the prices, you can’t afford the eat there. 
 
    There were also some old letters from Chuck, along with the contract for manufacture.  The latest letter asked me how I would like to handle the import problem the manufacturer had.  Getting the shipment across the border wasn’t part of the contract, but they tried to deliver.  Now they had the money and my property was impounded.  “Not our problem,” apparently. 
 
    No doubt I could sue somebody, but it wouldn’t get me what I wanted. 
 
    I called Chuck, thanked him for his time and effort, and assured him I’d take care of it.  As I hung up, I wondered how I would take care of it.  I had the distinct feeling I was getting shafted by both the company who made the things and by the blind, uncaring bureaucracy of a government.  I had a hard time believing anyone was in any way concerned about a bunch of archaic weapons being used to stage a coup or a rebellion.  Worse, I had a hard time believing they would give them back to me.  I can’t pass a background check.  I don’t have the documentation to get through a traffic stop!  The only reason I could buy a house in the first place was I paid up front and avoided the credit check for a mortgage! 
 
    I’m a fan of neither organized religion nor big government.  Am I an iconoclast, revolutionary, or anarchist? 
 
    Regardless, I wasn’t going to sit idly by and let them waste my time and effort.  I went to a lot of trouble for those weapons.  Since nobody was currently trying to kick down the gate into the valley, I might have time to go get them.  The Temple schmucks were headed back to Sarashda to report.  The Temple assassin was guarded in the basement and under interrogation.  House Sarcana was financially unstable.  I might not need the crossbows.  Everything might turn around and settle down. 
 
    Who am I kidding? 
 
    I went back and got Bronze.  It’s a two-hour drive to Laredo and I didn’t want to do it alone. 
 
      
 
    Laredo was a nice place, although rather dusty.  I suspect the climate in this world is slightly different from my original Earth.  Laredo is a financial center for the Republic with some major banking houses—some of the laws in the Republic are bank-friendly—but its major economic punch comes from being a trading center.  The Republic has good highways, so there’s a lot of traffic through it from Mexico to the Confederacy.  Since port duties are low, it’s often cheaper to drive a truckload of product directly than to send it by ship across the Gulf, transfer it to a truck, and then deliver it. 
 
    If I hadn’t run afoul of the “projectile weapons” clause, I’d have had no problems. 
 
    The port of entry was a sprawling area on both sides of the highway.  Big trucks, little trucks, buses, cars, all of it went through the standard passport and search checks.  Most of the cars they simply waved on through after stamping the passport.  Dogs sniffed around everywhere, of course, and on many vehicles agents opened trunks, slid wheeled mirrors underneath, all the usual things. 
 
    Cargo carriers, though, detoured off the highway for a manifest check, passport stamp, and a trip through an oversized gadget reminiscent of a metal detector.  It was actually a combination of radar scanner and radiation detector, sized for a big rig.  I wondered what they expected to find.  Or, rather, what they hoped they wouldn’t find.  If they were checking for radioactive isotopes, were they more concerned with terrorist contamination or terrorist nukes?  The first one I can probably deal with. 
 
    I spent a while simply walking around the unrestricted areas, looking through the fence, that sort of thing.  I spent longer looking through a mirror at the warehouses and secure storage areas.  I had a hard time finding the crossbows since I didn’t have any idea what sort of crates they were in.  I resorted to a location spell.  My cargo was still in the original trailer, one of many lined up in rows and surrounded by a wall topped with razor wire.  None of them were going anywhere.  They were trailers only.  The facility had some miniature versions of trucks for moving the trailers when necessary.  They didn’t allow a full rig to enter. 
 
    Several ideas came and went, including stealing a big rig and busting into the holding area.  If Bronze wore a tractor-trailer suit, we could hook up to the trailer I wanted pretty quickly.  A running battle with the police would then follow, but I figured with her driving and me defending we were about fifty-fifty on making it to the house outside Corpus Christi. 
 
    Firebrand was all for it, as I knew it would be.  Bronze wasn’t against it, which is kind of my touchstone for detecting bad ideas.  I, on the other hand, am a coward by trade. 
 
    I could show up with a lot of money.  If I talked to someone fairly high up the food chain—and left a briefcase full of cash in his office—my paperwork might get lost and my truck released.  If I talked to several lesser links, rustling handshakes might make the truck disappear in the correct direction, but someone would eventually notice and come looking—not that I needed much of a head start.  Either of those would work, but I’d need to bring Firebrand along to check the people, not for honesty, but for the capacity to stay bought—at the very least, reliably leased.  It would also take days. 
 
    My problem was the sheer weight of cargo.  I ordered five thousand of the things.  That could be as much as twenty tons, not counting packaging.  Getting to the goods wasn’t a problem.  I could sneak in there, night or day, no sweat.  Getting out with the goods was the problem.  No, getting away with the goods was the problem.  Getting out of the facility was something we could manage, I felt sure.  Going a hundred and fifty miles with everyone in Texas trying to stop us would be trouble. 
 
    I could set up a gate somewhat outside the facility, though.  The power demand would be prohibitive, but with some extra crystals and a dedicated gate in La Mancha, we might barrel down the road, trigger the gate, and make it through intact.  If only the wall of their holding area was high enough, I would draw a temporary gate on it.  As it was, I’d have to set one up somewhere outside the holding area. 
 
    But let’s refine this a little further.  To save power, we could set up a point-to-point gate on this Earth.  It would stay open longer.  We could roar out of the holding area, charge down the road and through the gate, emerging from a dedicated gate on the side of my shift-barn.  Then we could take our time about parking inside the shift-barn for the second leg of the trip through to Tauta.  The barn takes far less power than a gate. 
 
    Then again, all I really wanted was the stuff inside the trailer… 
 
    I’m going to need a bigger truck. 
 
      
 
    I had to tweak the time-stream a bit with a quick hop back to the keep, but it was only a minute or two in the keep and most of a day in the Republic.  It was long enough for a tractor-trailer rig to show up at the house and park in the barn.  In theory, it was going to sit there while I loaded it, which was technically correct.  It took a little doing, since I wanted some fairly specific dimensions on the trailer, but the trucking company was willing to help—for a price.  The driver arrived late in the afternoon, pulled it into the barn, and we put him up in the guest room. 
 
    While he had a nice dinner, entertained by two pretty ladies, I worked in the barn with a smallish gate to cover costs.  I grabbed a couple of sacks of money from somewhere local—I aimed for one of the banks in Laredo—and packed the cash in a suitcase.  I was about to have no use for it, but the truck driver would. 
 
    I could have simply killed him and stolen the truck, but that level of ruthlessness is still outside my comfort zone. 
 
    I got my grease pencils and worked over the trailer.  There’s one end of a one-shot shift-booth spell. 
 
    I showered for the sunset and hopped into Bronze’s pickup truck.  I really ought to get her some spare bumpers, or get some orichalcum jumper cables.  For her, changing clothes almost always involves tearing them a little.  I started my usual highway hurry spells, gathering some of the local power for them but relying mostly on the batteries.  She took off for Laredo while I did this and she flipped through the radio dial for me.  There wasn’t much to be heard in the empty places.  We should have gotten her a truck with satellite radio.  She obligingly replayed some songs she remembered.  “El Paso.”  “The Streets of Laredo.”  “Ghost Riders in the Sky.”  “Back in the Saddle Again.”  “Cool Water.” 
 
    My horse can sing.  Either that, or she’s also an iPod.  I’m not sure how I feel about that. 
 
    The impound yard was designed to contain freight.  The objective of the security was to prevent someone from making off with cargo.  This is not the same thing as keeping everyone out.  The entrance and exit from the impound yard had those concrete barriers, forcing anything entering or exiting to go through a slow, careful turn rather than run straight in.  There were also gratings with spring-loaded, one-way tire spikes.  On a more people-oriented scale, they had walls, fences, surveillance cameras, and lights, but only a few guards.  Guards are required, but they also have to be paid.  Aside from maintenance, fences are forever.  I had speed, one hell of a high jump, and a Somebody Else’s Problem spell.  I also don’t show up on cameras and the guards were, for the most part, watching monitors indoors, in the air conditioning, not out on patrol. 
 
    Finding my cargo again required another application of my locator spell.  I remembered the right general area, but everything looks different at night, especially for me.  I found my trailer, twisted the padlock off, and jumped inside. 
 
    Then it was just a matter of a grease pencil and time. 
 
    Once I had the shift-booth spell prepared, I got out and fired it immediately.  As the interior space swapped with the other trailer’s interior space there was a sharp crack, like a rifle shot, while the trailer shook and groaned.  The splintering, cracking noise was unexpected.  The upper structure of the trailer sagged slightly and the whole thing leaned, twisting a bit. 
 
    I peered inside through a gap between the doors.  The interior was a mess.  I think I failed to accurately define the space and accidentally stripped out some of the trailer’s interior.  Hopefully, I didn’t damage the other trailer too badly. 
 
    I got out of there before someone came to investigate.  Thank goodness for government budget cuts. 
 
      
 
    Bronze parked in back of the barn, near the front of the big truck.  The space-frame add-on to the barn was open, not walled in, so maneuvering was straightforward and easy.  I checked over the trailer.  It wasn’t a happy trailer.  The size and design weren’t entirely identical to the first one, so there were some inevitable consequences.  The space and all its contents transferred, of course, but there was some uncertainty about the edges.  Bits of the slightly-smaller trailer came away and merged with the slightly-larger one.  It appears mismatched spaces can have a zone of indeterminacy along the exterior planes.  This wouldn’t happen with a full-on shift-booth, but I cut corners—no joke intended—to cast a quick and dirty one-shot cargo-transfer spell. 
 
    I didn’t want to drive the trailer anywhere, but it was reasonably intact.  The crates inside—those I saw—were in perfect condition.  Close enough. 
 
    I changed into armor and sent Renata and Illaria out to the barn before I woke up the truck driver.  I handed him the suitcase with the cash and had him open it. 
 
    “The truck is insured, right?’ 
 
    “Uh?  Yes.” 
 
    “Good.  Report it stolen in the morning.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Do you see the large pile of money?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Pretend you didn’t.  The cops will ask questions.  Report it stolen, take the insurance, and keep the stack of cash, too.” 
 
    He accepted the cash with a displeased expression.  I didn’t expect that.  When someone hands you folding money in a pile large enough to require a container, you look happy.  Maybe it took him a couple of minutes to process, as might be expected.  Someone woke him up in the middle of the night.  It can take a little while to get up to speed, especially when the unexpected happens. 
 
    There’s a Spanish Inquisition joke in there, somewhere, but I can’t seem to bring it out.  Oh, well. 
 
    Out in the barn, I checked the time.  The sun was already up in La Mancha.  Crap.  We could shift immediately and I would have a really bad day, or we could wait four hours for the local sunrise. 
 
    Sometimes this time-slippage thing is awesome—awesomely useful, or awesomely inconvenient. 
 
    Well, there were still a couple of things to do.  At least I could send Renata and Illaria back through the shift-closet.  The truck driver stuck his head out of the bedroom to see what was going on. 
 
    “Relax.  I’m finishing up and about to leave.  Go count your money.” 
 
    He nodded and went back into the guest room. 
 
    I went back out to the barn and waited there.  I debated the wisdom of flicking the barn’s micro-gate a couple of times, just to see if I could pop ahead, but I didn’t like the odds.  I only needed a couple of hours.  I didn’t want to be gone for days, weeks, or years just to save myself a couple hours of boredom. 
 
    So I was bored.  At least the seats were comfortable.  Comfortable, but only for about an hour.  Then the police showed up. 
 
    “What part of ‘In the morning’ did he not understand?” I grumped, jumping down from the cab. 
 
    Maybe he’s confused on when morning starts?  It’s after midnight, Firebrand pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but I think of it as more a sunrise thing.” 
 
    You would. 
 
    “Stop making sense when I’m grouchy.  I’m in no mood for logic.”  I closed the barn doors to keep out the flashing lights and discourage entry.  No doubt there would be a pair of officers entering the barn in a moment, but I wanted more time.  They gave me time by talking to the truck driver.  From what I heard, he was deeply upset.  I guess he was attached to his truck beyond its monetary value.  He didn’t mention the cash, though.  Good for him.  Maybe he was sounding aggrieved for the officers’ benefit.  I didn’t get to see his spirit to check. 
 
    We could kill them all and keep waiting, Firebrand suggested. 
 
    “We could, but I’m not comfortable with killing people for no good reason.” 
 
    You’d be avoiding a sudden sunset-start.  Isn’t that a good reason? 
 
    “Technically, yes, but no.  I’m not going to murder a couple of cops for doing their job.  All this is going to do is inconvenience me.  They don’t get killed for that.” 
 
    How about you drop them unconscious? 
 
    “There’s another reason not to kill them out of hand.  They’ll be missed, and we have three hours to go.  I don’t want a whole SWAT team showing up while I’m doing a sunrise!  Now hush, I’m preparing for departure.” 
 
    While the officers had their discussion, I gathered power and funneled it into some preparatory spells.  I do have a sequence of emergency spells in my amulet, now, for sudden and unforeseen day-shifts, but I haven’t yet installed all the lesser, specialized little things to make it more comfortable. 
 
    I’m not sure it’ll ever be comfortable.  I don’t think it’ll even get down to the level of discomfort in a typical sunrise.  Every little bit helps, though.  So I pre-heated my body up from room temperature, manually started my heart, suppressed my upcoming nausea in advance, and took a short walk around the barn with Firebrand, scratching ideograms for “fire” in various spots.  The burned remains of the barn would be less mysterious in daylight.  There’s something about smoking ruins that makes people want to shrug it off as pointless.  We were careful to avoid the spell lines drawn on the inside, though.  Those would go away when the barn did. 
 
    I lay down to avoid falling down.  I closed my visors in case the keep’s barn doors were open.  Outside, there was shouting.  Someone hammered on the barn door. 
 
    I hate this part.  I hope nobody’s in barn at the other end.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 27th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    I lay there in the keep’s barn, breathing slow and deep of the high-oxygen air around my head.  I waited for the worst of it to finish.  I cracked my visors and the cleaning spell made breathing less unpleasant.  My blood was already circulating, so there was no sudden thud! of a sunrise kick-start.  All in all, it was about as painless as it was possible to be.  Which, of course, meant I felt as though I was starting to recover from a hangover, the flu, and a mild case of death. 
 
    Bronze melted a bit of fender and switched to her horse body.  She nudged me with her nose.  Did I need any CPR?  I assured her I did not. 
 
    For several minutes, I simply lay there and let the magic do its thing.  I could probably stand without help, but I thought I’d like to walk and talk at the same time.  Maybe, if I rest here long enough, I can climb the stairs to my workroom and pretend I’m busy. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    My first thought was not a polite one.  I didn’t say it out loud. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked, instead. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m very tired.” 
 
    The guard in question came into my line of sight, cautiously. 
 
    “Is there something I can do for you?” 
 
    “Yes.  Is Leisel available?” 
 
    “Last I heard, she was interrogating the female prisoner.” 
 
    “How about Velina?” 
 
    “I can fetch her.” 
 
    “Do that.  And either Illaria or Renata, please.”  I closed my eyes and rested, feeling my spells working over my abused biology.  I tried moving a little and everything hurt.  Who poured sand in my joints?  Well, that’s kind of par for the course.  At least it wasn’t any worse than usual. 
 
    I hope I never regard this as “usual.”  I suppose I could practice it, shifting back and forth from day to night.  If I had Diogenes to help, I could ride a supersonic plane, taking sunrises and sunsets more quickly than normal rather than instantly.  Or we could put me in orbit and have a sunrise and sunset in every ninety minutes.  I might build up a tolerance, or at least a better library of spells to deal with the sudden transformation. 
 
    I don’t really want to.  No, I said that wrong.  I really don’t want to.  At least I’ve perfected a process well enough so I don’t throw up, collapse, or go into cardiac arrest.  Larger goals are important, but sometimes you have to accept the little victories. 
 
    “Sir…?” 
 
    “Oh.  Velina.  Hello.”  She looked a long way down at me, slightly puzzled, slightly worried. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “No, I think I’d like to lie here and contemplate the architecture for a bit.” 
 
    “If you say so, sir.” 
 
    “You could open the big box on wheels, though, and have the crates unloaded.  Renata or Illaria can show you how to operate the weapons.” 
 
    “Weapons?” 
 
    “The big box on wheels is full of them.  See to it Renata and Illaria brief everyone on their operation and use, please.  Then—you know the archery drill I started?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Get everyone practicing the drill, but use the new things.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I lay there beside the truck while people streamed in, unloading and carrying away crates.  Before long, I heard twanging and an occasional expression of surprise.  Crossbows are easier to aim than a bow, once you get the hang of it.  They’re also—on the average—more powerful.  A professional longbowman is clearly more dangerous, but anybody can pick up a crossbow and use it.  I expected quite a number of converts due to the instant lethality of the things. 
 
    In the meantime, I lay there under the trailer and practiced meditation.  Until I had something I definitely needed to do, lying still and recovering was perfectly acceptable.  I didn’t do well on the meditation, but practice isn’t about being perfect.  It’s about being better.  I think my preferred method of meditation is still Tai Chi, or something like it.  This lying still with nothing to do is for the dead. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    I took a deep breath, let it go. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you want me to bring lunch?” 
 
    I opened my eyes.  Tessera loomed over me, looking uncertain. 
 
    “What are we having?” 
 
    “I have no idea.  It’s in the funny not-leather bags.” 
 
    “Not leather?” 
 
    “It’s not cloth.  It’s smooth.  It’s more like leather, but it’s not as tough.” 
 
    “So, not-leather.  Got it.  Sure, bring me one.” 
 
    She hurried off and returned immediately.  We moved me to a wall, sat me up, and had lunch together.  I had the beef stew, she had the spaghetti and both our spice packets.  I ate slowly and carefully, avoiding spillage, tongue-biting, and nausea.  Never stress a tender stomach.  On the plus side, it’s good for me to eat after a sunrise jump-start.  But, much as with a hangover, it’s difficult to do so. 
 
    As we were finishing the crackers and cobbler, Tessera cleared her throat. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    I grunted a response.  My mouth was full. 
 
    “May I ask about the new weapons?” 
 
    I nodded, hoping she would take her time about asking.  The cheese spread was thick and tended to stick in my teeth.  With a tongue like mine, getting it out was no problem, but with teeth like mine, it’s still something to be done with care. 
 
    “I get how they work.  They’re like a bow, but sideways.  I don’t see how they’re going to be useful.” 
 
    I held up a finger and worked my mouth a bit before answering.  She understood and spooned up the rest of her cobbler while I dealt with dental issues. 
 
    “Thing is,” I began, swallowed, and restarted.  “Thing is, a bow takes a lot of time to master.  Yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We have more of these things than we have warriors.  Yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “These are easy.  Hitting a man-sized target at a hundred yards is about fifty-fifty after an afternoon of practice.  And when a hundred of these let go, then another hundred, then another hundred, over and over and over, how’s that going to look from the other side?” 
 
    Tessera frowned, clearly not able to picture it.  She had no experience with units composed of archers, much less volley fire.  They don’t have armies here.  They have organized mobs.  Well, I was planning to change that. 
 
    “Tell you what, we’ll demonstrate.  Go get everyone in the village who isn’t on duty somewhere.” 
 
    “All the guards?” 
 
    “No, everyone.  Call for volunteers.  We’ll try this with civilians mixed in with the warriors.  The weapons are simple enough.  Then you find the three bravest warriors, people you can trust, and get four of the largest shields we have.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    She trotted off and I finished everything left.  I wanted to rest some more, but I was feeling well enough to walk around.  I could probably fake being a functional human being as long as no one tested it. 
 
    Bronze knelt next to me, providing a knee, neck, and mane for easy handholds on my way to vertical.  Her mane didn’t let go when I tried to pull away.  I was going to sit on her back and she would do the walking. 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    I was.  I gave in because she has more sense than I do. 
 
      
 
    The demonstration involved columns of five—two warriors in each column, the rest volunteer civilians.  We unscrewed the arrowheads from the quarrels for this, since I didn’t want anyone dying.  It reminded me to send a message to the smithies in… damn, the iron-mine and foundry village.  Terauda, that was it.  We couldn’t duplicate the carbon-fiber shafts or razor-sharp heads, but they could produce a narrow, sharp point—a bodkin point, rather than a broadhead.  While they made arrowheads, others could make short, sturdy shafts and still others could work on fletching.  We needed a production line, so I had to grab someone, draw and explain, and send her off to find Leisel or Velina to make it happen. 
 
    With ammunition production handled, or at least started, I beckoned Tessera over.  She approached, carrying what I think of as an infantry shield.  It was about five feet tall and maybe three feet wide.  The locals used them in the front ranks when defending a position.  Most people used a round shield when it came down to hand-to-hand fighting. 
 
    “This is the largest I could find,” she offered. 
 
    “It’ll do.  Your three friends have theirs?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Helmets?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.  Get over there by the targets.  At the sound of the horn, run across the field and between the columns of people.  Don’t hit anyone.  Your goal is simply to cross the distance without getting killed.” 
 
    “Uh… yes, sir.  Killed?” 
 
    “Do your best.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    She gathered up her three friends and they waited for the target shooting to stop.  I nodded to… Oh, I know her name.  She was one of my bodyguards at the warmeet where I killed Tobar.  Sharna!  She shouted orders to the warriors and the warriors helped sort out the civilians, forming columns while the new targets carried their shields across the field. 
 
    The warrior on wand duty zapped a scrying sensor.  I looked up and around.  It must have been the only one.  I didn’t see any others.  Maybe they were getting expensive to replace.  I hoped so. 
 
    After a bit, when Sharna reported readiness, I gave her the signal.  She blew a horn and everything happened at once.  The first rank fired their crossbows at the approaching shields.  The front rank fell back, working the action on their crossbows, while the next rank fired.  The process continued, each column falling back by one pace with each shot, until the first person was up again—and who then fired again.  It kept going. 
 
    Tessera and her group started at a dead run, but the hail of bolts brought them to a dead stop, crouching behind their shields to avoid being bludgeoned to death.  They evaluated the situation and slowly advanced, still hiding, and not yet realizing their goal was moving away almost as fast as they approached. 
 
    We ran out of bolts before they were halfway across the field.  Sharna blew her horn again and people spread out, recovering quarrels.  I signaled Tessera to approach.  She stopped by my left stirrup and looked up at me. 
 
    “Thoughts?” I asked. 
 
    “If those things had points, we wouldn’t be able to lift our shields.” 
 
    “And if they nail the shield to your arm, you won’t be able to drop it, either,” I pointed out.  Tessera shivered. 
 
    “I don’t like them.” 
 
    “Individually, they’re not too bad,” I assured her.  “But in an army—not a bunch of warriors out to fight someone, but an army—they can be devastating.” 
 
    “So I’ve learned.  Can I try one?” 
 
    “Of course.  But you’re not a crossbow user.” 
 
    “I’m not?  Why not?” 
 
    Sharna, standing nearby, snapped a sharp word at her.  Tessera hastily added, “Why not, sir, if I may ask?” 
 
    “Because when the enemy reaches the crossbowmen—and they will, someday, somehow, because not every situation calls for crossbowmen—someone has to be standing there, ready to defend them while they retreat or draw melee weapons.”  I grinned at her.  “Assuming you’re not charging their flank in a counterattack.” 
 
    “Oh!  I see.  Thank you, sir!” 
 
    “You take your squad and explain to everyone how it looked from your side.”  I looked at Sharna.  “You can dismiss the volunteers, now.  Keep drilling warriors on the maneuver.” 
 
    “Some of the civilians want to,” she told me. 
 
    “I have no objection.  Use your judgment.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    Bronze carried me back to the tower.  Evidence suggested I was done for the afternoon. 
 
    The climb to my workroom was too much for me to manage without showing effort.  It felt like there were more stairs than I recalled, but I was hardly in any shape to count them.  Besides, with the architectural spells on the tower, there might be. 
 
    I stopped at my bedroom floor and took a breather.  I wondered again about my lungs.  A given amount of body mass should require a certain amount of oxygen.  There’s a reason big animals have big lungs.  I’m three times the weight I should be, but as far as I can tell, my lungs aren’t any bigger.  How does that work?  If I was feeling better, I would use spells to look inside and see for myself.  The only trouble is, I wouldn’t know what I was looking at.  Dammit, Jim, I’m a physicist, not a doctor… 
 
    The bed smelled like Leisel.  I like the way she smells.  Skin and sweat, sometimes leather and steel.  I wish I liked her more.  No, I like her just fine.  I wish I felt something more for her.  She deserves someone who really cares, not simply a monster who thinks of her fondly.  Maybe that’s why Renata was so resistant to the idea of being galvanais of House Lucard, even if it was just a title. 
 
    Dimly, I realized I wasn’t focusing on anything, and then I was asleep. 
 
      
 
    Dreaming is a non-linear process.  It makes leaps and connections the conscious mind cannot.  Like meditation, it allows parts of one’s self to swim to the surface, leap from the stream of consciousness and fall back, spreading fresh ripples.  That’s why I’m trying to tell you things.  Hello?  Are you even listening?  Is this brain even on? 
 
    I wonder at the thoughts I think, for I am dreaming.  I know I am dreaming, and the strangeness of a dark place is broken only by the familiarity of a distant voice. 
 
    I’m not distant, you idiot!  You’re my avatar or prophet and I’m shouting to be heard! 
 
    I hear it echo in the seven-doored chamber, all in darkness, and I wonder how this can be.  Alone within myself, do I dream I am dreaming, or does the butterfly dream it is a man? 
 
    Will you quit it with the freewheeling psychobabble?  Jeez, you’re more of a mess than I thought! 
 
    It’s true, I realize, for my thoughts and feelings are twisted strange, twining man and monster about each other until the helix is a cord all its own, spun on the wheel of fate by an unseen hand.  Is it the hand of God or my own?  Who plucks the fibers of destiny from the raw stuff of creation and spins them into fate? 
 
    Okay, listen.  This dream-oracle crap is cheap, but I can’t keep it up forever.  Try to focus!  I’m not dead, there are no gods on this energy plane, and someone in your physical world is trying to become one.  Do you think you can remember all that? 
 
    What dreams remain in the waking mind?  What crumbs of insight feed the rational mind, starving for facts? 
 
    Oh, for the love of—I give up.  Remember what I said!  And wake up! 
 
      
 
    I sat bolt upright, heart pounding, sweat pouring off me, and with the crystalline knowledge my altar ego wasn’t completely dissolved.  Gods?  No gods.  Someone becoming a god.  He would know, wouldn’t he? 
 
    I collapsed back on the bed, trying to remember, trying to capture everything.  I heard it in a dream, so I told it to myself again now that I was awake.  My altar ego isn’t dead.  There are no gods for this world.  Someone wants to become one.  Three concise bullet points.  How hard can it be?  Nevertheless, I told myself all three, three times, then recited them in reverse order three more times before I allowed myself to ask the question. 
 
    Where the hell has my altar ego been?  His sigil has been broken almost since it was stolen, and I haven’t heard anything out of him since we chucked an Orb into the void.  Well, I’ve used The Voice, but I don’t know if that’s something I can just do.  Has he been too weak to talk?  Maybe.  I did hook him up to divinity dynamos for a while, though.  Why didn’t he talk to me then?  Has he grown strong enough to communicate in dreams? 
 
    I had no answers, so I went to get some.  I rolled out of bed and flopped on the floor before remembering I was supposed to take things easy for today.  Damn.  And I had stairs to climb to my workroom, too.  I struggled upright, rested for a moment, and took the stairs one at a time. 
 
    Is this what it’s like to feel old? 
 
    Eventually, I reached my workroom and the heavy chair next to the sand table.  I plopped myself into the chair and rested again.  At least now I wouldn’t be physically exerting myself. 
 
    I’ve built a deiphone before, and I still have the central crystal from the sigil.  The only trouble is, the original deiphone was… how to put this?  It was a radio for speaking to god.  God had to transmit, though, and put out enough signal—suitably focused by the temple architecture, or so I’m told—for the Mark One Deiphone to take the call.  My altar ego, if he was still alive, was unable to communicate by any of the more mundane means and had to resort to giving me nightmares.  Not talking to me directly, oh no.  With our special resonance connection, if the best he could do was dreams, I doubted a holy radio would work. 
 
    On the other hand, if I run a wire directly up to his hospital bed and put a headset on him, all he has to do is whisper. 
 
    To that end, my current sand table would serve as a display, the crystal would be the primary focus for establishing a communications link, and my Ring of Spying would open up a direct line into the energy plane.  No trying to shout across the inter-dimensional barriers!  Tying it all together was the hard part, but I have the advantage of actually having a pretty good idea about what I’m doing.  I built all these things in the first place! 
 
    At last, I know what I’m doing, and it’s talking to a god.  Did not see that coming. 
 
    I fired up the sand table and the Ring of Spying.  The mini-gate opened, light poured out and shone through the crystal, the sand table shifted and heaved up, and a face much like my own formed.  It mouthed words at me, silently.  I cursed in a non-silent fashion. 
 
    “Hang on, hang on!  I don’t have the sound sorted out.” 
 
    I shut everything off and re-wired the audio subroutine.  I hurried, because I didn’t like the idea of trying it again after sunset.  Light came through that mini-gate.  I didn’t want to test it on my undead state.  Later, I could put the ring and crystal in a niche in the table, but for now… 
 
    We tried again and his face formed. 
 
    “Can you hear me now?” it asked. 
 
    “Yes.  I’m glad to see you.  I thought you were dead!” 
 
    “What?” he asked, shocked.  “Dead?  What for?  Why?” 
 
    “Someone stole your sigil-containment-thingy and cut all the wiring to get the gems out.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So?  So weren’t you curled up in there and trying to reboot after the incident at the Edge of the World?” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand how the sigil works,” he observed. 
 
    “Apparently not.  I kept pushing dynamo energy into it, trying to wake you up.” 
 
    “I was awake the whole time.  I simply didn’t have the wherewithal to communicate.  The dynamos did help, though.  After all, I’m an energy pattern.  The sigil is—was—a vessel for transporting a copy of that pattern to other material realms and their associated energy planes.  It gives me time to attune myself to the local energy plane by providing a base in the material one.  Once I have, I don’t need the sigil.  My pattern was fine—is fine—on the local energy plane, but my amplitude was too low for you to detect.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware of the mechanism.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it.  I should have explained better.” 
 
    “I still have the crystal, so maybe we can build a new one.  In the meantime, I’m glad you made it.” 
 
    “Glad to be here.  You would not believe what I’ve been through.” 
 
    “Likewise.  How are things on the energy planes?” 
 
    “I can only access the local one,” he pointed out. 
 
    “The local one?” 
 
    “There are multiple energy planes, at least one for every physical world.  Think of it as the energy shadow of a material realm.” 
 
    “That throws my view of the multiverse way off kilter,” I complained. 
 
    “You are living in a material world and you are a material guy.  I’m not.  Neither of us is going to have a complete picture.” 
 
    “Moderately reassuring,” I acknowledged.  “So how are things on the local energy plane?” 
 
    “Tough.  Imagine you’re dumped in the jungle and left there to survive or die.  There are things to eat, but you have to find them, kill them, and maybe cook them.  It’s not the same thing as living on a farm.  I didn’t know how good I had it in Rethven.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.  I’ll get you another dynamo as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Thank you.  I need all the strength I can get.  I’m still getting to know this jungle.  Now, back to my earlier comments.  There are no gods for this world—at least, none with any real force.  There are some proto-gods, formless things based around shaky concepts, but nothing of the well-defined ‘god of something’ sort.”  The face grimaced in recollection.  “I got into a fight with a proto-deity and ran,” he admitted.  “The forces feeding it are still doing so, but it won’t hesitate to eat what force I do have.” 
 
    “It’s still more powerful than you?” 
 
    “Right now, almost everything up here is.  My only advantage is I’m more coherent than any of the locals.  I can think real thoughts and focus precisely.  They don’t seem to have evolved so far, but they have a steady trickle of force coming in.” 
 
    “Any idea where the force is coming from?  We might be able to hijack it.” 
 
    “For the most part, it’s not a religion, just a belief.  I’m guessing it’s a cultural thing.  Everyone knows the… the… the sky, for example, is always watching and is sometimes angry.  They don’t think of it as a god, exactly, but they believe in it and in its power.  The ocean is big, majestic, sometimes awe-inspiring, always mysterious and changing.  It’s not a god—yet—but it is regarded in such a way as to generate, if not belief, then some awe and reverence.  Like I said, it’s not a religion.  There are no farmers—excuse me, priests—actively plowing and sowing and clearing land.” 
 
    “Got it.  So, since there is an actual religion down here, what’s it doing up there?” 
 
    “Whether they know it or not, they’re working on making the religion real.  Right now, it’s a scam.” 
 
    “Isn’t it always?” 
 
    “That’s hurtful.” 
 
    “Sorry.  You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Even though I’m an energy-state being, I understand your viewpoint.  The locals have manufactured a whole religious structure in the last few generations by revering some ancestors and they’re starting to form nascent energy-states up here.  It’s not pretty.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I’m not sure how to describe it.  I think the original ancestors are the base pattern—that is, their spirits are the nucleus of the snowflake.  The trouble is, all the additions.  Thousands of worshippers each have their own view on their ancient ancestor, pulling the design in another direction.  Then the priests have their own doctrine and dogma, evolving over time.  Whoever they were when they started, the ancestors aren’t those people anymore.”  He sighed.  “I had it so easy, being born a celestial entity.  All I really had to worry about was the Lord of Shadow and the fish-men’s God of Fire.  Being dragged two ways was hard enough until I got them aligned.  These people up here are weaker than I was and are being pulled in lots of different directions.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear it.  But they’re still the local gods, aren’t they?” 
 
    “They’re gaining traction, but unless they radically expand their base of worship or go on a massive spree of sacrifices, it’ll be another century or three before any prayers get answered.  They’re incoherent and some of their internal energies are working at cross-purposes.  Plus, it’s still a jungle up here.  The local gods aren’t up to the task of regulating or civilizing it.  The local Olympus is still a barren hilltop with no fancy buildings.” 
 
    “The century or three before prayers get answered—is that what you meant by someone becoming a local god?” 
 
    “No.  The one I’m thinking of is different.  Someone down there is… well, still down there.  How to put this?  The force of the worship is flowing outward from the worshippers, but some of it is being siphoned off by someone down there, rather than radiating up here and exerting its influence on the fabric of the energy plane.  It’s not forming an entity by defining it.  An entity is already consuming it.  Even the dynamos.  Those aren’t tuned to anyone, so their force is visible.  Up here, following the jungle metaphor, they would be a small watering hole.  I should be able to detect them.  So, they’re either not running or someone is absorbing the majority of the force.” 
 
    “The majority,” I repeated.  “There’s some leakage?” 
 
    “There almost has to be.  That’s why we tuned the dynamos on Apocalyptica and shielded the room.  We didn’t want anyone—or any Thing—to drop in unexpectedly.  There was still some leakage, despite our efforts, but it wasn’t enough to attract attention.  Using the watering-hole analogy, it was a damp spot, not actual water.  Someone would have to step in it and feel the squish to find it.” 
 
    “Good to know.  More shielding, next time.” 
 
    “It won’t help.” 
 
    “It won’t?” 
 
    “There’s a point of diminishing returns.  You tune the things as precisely as you can, shield them to damp out the rest, but you’re not equipped to manipulate the necessary forces to completely block out the residue.”  He frowned for a moment, thinking.  “You can build a sealed system so it doesn’t leak, but you can’t stop the condensation on the outside?  Bad metaphor, but maybe a useful one.  Or maybe reactor shielding.  No matter how much lead you use, some of the radiation still gets through.  It may be an inconsequential amount, but something escapes.” 
 
    “And if I don’t tune them?” I asked, still thinking about my stolen dynamos. 
 
    “Those are a disaster waiting to happen.  You’ll get the lesser entities on this plane clustering around the corresponding point like bugs around a searchlight.  Since they were wired to my sigil, I saw them when they were running.  I also recognized you had the best containment bubble you could build.  It was still a visible light on this plane, even if it wasn’t too bright.” 
 
    “Great.  Now I’m concerned about angels finding our next dynamo facility.” 
 
    “Me too, but I don’t have a good solution for you.” 
 
    “What about the ones here?  They can still work for us by leading us to whoever is bathing in religious radiation, right?” 
 
    “Not in my current state,” he admitted.  “With someone sucking up all their power, on this plane they’ll be hard to see.  I’ll need… how about I’ll need to be taller, with bigger eyes, so I can see farther?  Good analogy?” 
 
    “I think I get it.  Do you know which one of their ancestors it is?  The one down here with my dynamos?” 
 
    “I have no idea.  I’m not feeling well, so all I can detect is the moderately obvious.  While it does have to be one of the gods they’re actively worshipping, their fuzzy, not-quite-there forms up here are hard to pin down.  I can’t tell who any of them are because they aren’t sure.  I can’t tell you which one is missing.  I probably need to stick my nose into the material plane to nail them down.  Even at the best of times, it ain’t easy.” 
 
    “I understand.  I’ll use your crystal to tune a dynamo ASAP.” 
 
    “Fair warning,” he cautioned, “I won’t be up to a miracle anytime soon.” 
 
    “You might be surprised.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I have an idea.  I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you.  The idea of you surprising me isn’t necessarily a comfortable one, but thank you anyway.” 
 
    “Anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    “Not at the moment, but I really do need all the force you can direct at me.” 
 
    “Are you asking for worshippers?  We might be able to establish you as one of the local gods.” 
 
    “Not unless you have a nation of people ready to be faithful.  Go with the dynamos.  Those don’t require convincing, need rest breaks from prayer, or have crises of faith.” 
 
    “Got it.  You stay alive.  I’ll send supplies.” 
 
    “You’re a pal.” 
 
    The face crumbled to a table full of sand and I cut the connection. 
 
    New goal:  Build and tune divinity dynamos for my altar ego.  There are other things I could be doing, but it sounds as though he’s struggling for survival, so setting something up for him has to take precedence over the less-immediate things.  I’d like to industrialize the process of dynamo manufacture, but I don’t have Diogenes.  Can I commission someone to make them?  Not the enchantment portion, but the electric motor, the orichalcum wire, the osmium shell… 
 
    It’s times like these I want a conversion spell to turn energies I understand into celestial energy.  Maybe we’ll sort that out, someday, and I can build him a matter-conversion reactor in some semi-abandoned universe. 
 
    Al right, mass-producing divinity dynamos.  How long will this take?  Do I find an Earth, commission someone, and hope we don’t time-skip a hundred years?  Do I have Renata finish her pregnancy while acting as a contact?  Will all this cross-universe travel have any effect on an unborn baby—or on a glowing ball of light, assuming it’s still in there, somewhere?  Alternatively, can I go to an Earth and have an automated gate-spell here turn a mini-gate on and off?  Will it matter if I’m on the other end of the connection, or is there some sort of Schrödinger’s Time effect? 
 
    Dammit, I came here to study how time-slippage across universes works!  Why do I always seem to need to know things before I’ve had a chance to study them? 
 
    This is a long-term thing, I think, but it needs to get started.  I can’t leave him—his metaphor—alone in the jungle. 
 
    Maybe robbing Sarcana will give us enough time to conduct a time-slippage experiment.  I hope this works the way I think it will.  I’m feeling better after my nap, but am I up to a gate trip?  Maybe.  Maybe not, too.  I definitely need another workroom, though.  Bronze can’t make it up here and the Bronze-sized gate in the barn is more inconvenient than I realized. 
 
    I killed a couple of hours building the spell-forms and enchanting another gem in my amulet, one to make sure my heart is already beating in the proper sequence and my lungs are breathing, assuming I have some warning of the change.  Might as well make sure my blood is oxygenated before I actually need it to be.  It’s one more thing to help with sunrise changes.  It also gave me more time for recuperation, planning, and thinking. 
 
    From the behavior of time-slippage and gate spells, I think I have a working hypothesis.  We have two worlds, A and B.  I leave A and go to B.  The gate closes and a random time differential starts.  Maybe I spend a day in A while a minute passes in B.  Maybe seconds pass in A while a year goes by in B.  That’s the differential rate.  During this period, world A can have a gate connect to worlds C, D, and E, but this may or may not affect the ratio between A and B.  I haven’t determined. 
 
    But the differential is always positive.  Time marches in one direction, although often at different speeds.  I can’t control how much time goes by in both worlds without maintaining a constant link.  If I let the link close, I can’t control which way the ratio goes.  What I can control is the ratio reset.  Every time a gate opens, connecting two worlds, they briefly come into synchronization.  Then they go their own ways again.  So, if I want to control how much time passes in one world, I put a gate in it. 
 
    Let’s say I build a mini-gate here in the keep.  I set it up to target my Ring of Spying once every minute.  Here in the keep, it clicks on every minute, regardless of how much time passes in some other world, resetting the time-slippage ratio.  For the one minute in the keep, maybe I get a second elsewhere.  Maybe I get a minute.  Maybe I get an hour.  Maybe I get a week.  I haven’t established the odds of any given level of slippage, but for Tauta-to-Earth, it seems likely to be a fairly high ratio.  The first dozen minutes in Tauta may go by in seconds on Earth, but all it takes is one with a minutes-to-days to pull far, far ahead. 
 
    Maybe gambling is a good analogy.  If I bet a dollar and only get back ten cents for a hundred wagers, I’ve lost a lot of money.  But eventually I get a good one.  I bet a dollar and get back a thousand dollars.  This paid for the first hundred and, potentially, nine hundred more bets.  If I average one good bet out of every hundred, I make a consistent profit. 
 
    Are the Earth timelines generally running faster, as a whole?  Is this particular timeline faster because of some unknown reason?  —Say, because some moron keeps poking it with a magical interuniversal wormhole gate? 
 
    This could be a problem in my experiments.  If a gate connection causes fundamental alterations, how can I get reliable data?  If all I have to do is look at the experiment to corrupt it… On the other hand, the only worlds I’m likely to go to are worlds I connect to with gates, so does it matter?  If the Observer Effect is going to corrupt my data, but my entire statistical universe is going to be equally corrupted by an identical Observer Effect at all points, is it a corruption of data or merely one more fixed value? 
 
    Insert angry physicist muttering here. 
 
    When the sun goes down, I’ll take the night off and go to another universe.  Right now, I think I’ll eat again.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zombie World. 
 
      
 
    Once the sun went down and I went through an exceptionally disgusting transformation, I felt immensely better.  It never fails to amaze me how my own evaluation of my condition is always so far off.  I have a fast shift from night to day, start recuperating, and by midafternoon I feel fine.  Maybe a little weak.  But come the sunset and I discover just how low I really was.  Night falls and gravity seems to let go and my feet are only there for clinging to the ground.  A nebulous weariness, like winter fog, blows away and the world comes clear again by bone-white moonlight. 
 
    I clicked my Ring of Spying a few times to get a nighttime landing in Zombie World, popped through with Bronze, and we started my first experiment.  In the world of Tauta, the new pinprick micro-gate charged up enough to fire about twice a minute.  In Zombie World, I had a spell on the ring to count the number of times it connected and, at a hundred and twenty—one local hour in La Mancha Valley—lock the gate on rather than let it turn off.  I let it run as an experiment while I did other work in my Zombie World base of operations. 
 
    Divinity dynamos take osmium.  Orichalcum mostly requires copper, but there are a number of other metals alloyed with it.  Ideally, I would also need some electric motors and a steady supply of electrical power. 
 
    First order of business:  Copper and other metals.  I scouted out a local—meaning “in this world”—warehouse with big, dusty spools of copper wire, salvaged them, and went on to find ingots, wires, or objects to fill the rest of my alloying needs.  A mixing spell started diffusing the various metals together and I left it running while I went off to steal osmium. 
 
    There is a surprising amount of osmium to be found in any given world.  Most of it is in some sort of chemical solution—not exactly what I want, but, in theory, I can strip the osmium out of any molecule.  Still, with a whole world to salvage from, finding ingots of the pure metal wasn’t hard, merely tedious and somewhat expensive in terms of power.  They were spatial gates within one world, though, rather than interuniversal ones, so that kept the cost down.  I also used the smallest practical gate, not much more than the size of my hand, because I simply couldn’t find any giant bars or convenient stacks of ingots of the stuff.  Mostly, it was single ingots, often used on some fancy desk as a paperweight, or on a shelf as an oh-so-expensive knickknack. 
 
    I finally found a place specializing in rare metal supply.  When I realized what I’d found, I used the bigger gate, robbed the place, and made another gate to come back to base.  They had most of what I wanted, including ruthenium and iridium, but I still needed more osmium.  I’d come back to the timeline later, rather than the branch, and rob the same place multiple times. 
 
    By then, my crystals were running low on charge.  I debated swapping them in the Cretaceous and decided against it.  I used the last two gates to grab a few more large crystals.  If this was going to be long-term, power-intensive work, I needed more batteries. 
 
    I started the reshaping spells on stacks of osmium ingots, leaving them to self-process into the optimum tubular shape.  While they did so, I enchanted the new crystals into power storage and expanded my charging rack. 
 
    My Ring of Spying only registered thirty-three connections from the Tautan auto-gate and a good portion of my night was already over.  My current totals were around six hours here for sixteen minutes there.  I rummaged around, found a notebook, tore out someone’s terrible math homework, and made notes.  I’ll set things up better, next time, and include a measurement of the elapsed time between each individual auto-connect. 
 
    With nothing else to do but wait—at least until things charged up again—Bronze and I went for a walk.  I added some more solar conversion panels, expanding the network to even more rooftops.  It was still night, of course, so I did it “by hand,” gathering up magical power by expending some of my personal energies.  Maybe I should give up on being super-duper-subtle about it and just build a damn dome spell.  I did it with Applewood Hall and tuned it to affect everything except visible light, so who’s going to notice?  It’s invisible and intangible, and I have the distinct impression the locals don’t have much in the way of wizards.  What few magically-sensitive individuals they do have obviously have better things to do than come out to Elbe. 
 
    Oh, why not?  I relocated the new roof-mounted panels to a position above my base of operations.  With them magically fixed in place—they’re only patterns of force, after all—I laid out the replication directions and the stop conditions.  Given time, they would form a dome maybe a hundred feet across, then start expanding it until it eventually reached one mile in diameter. 
 
    I can’t imagine needing such a large power converter.  Not here, anyway.  But there is no kill like overkill. 
 
    With everything set up, I checked the Ring again.  Forty-six.  Still a long way to go. 
 
    I fired up a portable generator and my electromagical transformers.  They juiced up my alloying and reshaping spells, then started pumping up the replication process for the power-dome.  I made sure it was quietly chugging along before Bronze and I went out for a quick patrol.  The generator did make some noise and the exhaust was not a natural smell.  I wanted to make sure there were no zombies homing in on us. 
 
    On the other hand, if there were, they were technically alive…


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zombie World, Experiment Continued 
 
      
 
    There were a few zombies in the general neighborhood, but they were the normal sort—not sprinters or shriekers or bulkers.  Deaders, that’s what Mike called them.  They didn’t try to attack us.  I think they were scouts, wandering beyond zombie gangs’ normal hunting range.  Assuming, of course, the things have a hunting range.  We dispatched them easily enough.  I didn’t even have to cut them down.  Bronze kept moving while I lashed their vital energies with tendrils and drained them.  Then Firebrand poked holes through their heads.  We went back to the house and I took a shower. 
 
    I’ll say this for the over-prepared types.  When the world ends, they can still enjoy hot water.  I forgot the house’s generator was wired in to supply the house with current, including the electric water heater. 
 
    I have spells to turn off my nose and tongue.  I had to in order to eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner at one sitting.  After the first bag of chili-with-beans I lost my appetite, and that’s saying something.  Nevertheless, I forged on since it would kill some local time and provide calories.  I swear, though, I’m going to lay in a supply of emergency rations.  Chili-with-beans is no longer for emergencies.  It’s a last resort, where the choice is severing my own foot for food, raw, or eating chili-with-beans. 
 
    I’m not sure which I’ll choose, if the time comes. 
 
    Also, my amulet now has more spells.  If I go through a sudden shift and wind up lying there in shock, I don’t know if I’ll need to be cooled or warmed.  The added spell is for maintaining a constant body temperature no matter what the external temperature is.  I’ve also added a set of spells to create four power fans around me, all blowing inward, and a small Ascension Sphere to concentrate it.  And, while I’m at it, the Ascension Sphere can be covered in a solar conversion layer.  On second thought, three solar conversion layers, simply because I have time and spare gems in the amulet.  I’ll have to add those. 
 
    Ring check.  One hundred and seven.  Hmm.  The ratio is decreasing.  I’ll have to get a much larger sample size. 
 
    Now that the sun has been up for a while, we’ve made a lot of progress on recharging the power crystals.  I’m checking out some previously-viewed worlds, looking for good spots to hide some dynamos.  Here in Zombie World, there are some nice places, too.  Abandoned houses with solar panels and house batteries can run electric motors and keep the dynamos turning.  Find me a ruined-looking house out in a desert area.  Who’s going to bother it? 
 
    Even in inhabited worlds, there are similar places.  How many spots in, say, the New York subway system have both power and absolutely no human contact for years, even decades on end?  If I add a Somebody Else’s Problem spell to the containment diagram, what are the odds a hidden dynamo will remain hidden indefinitely? 
 
    True, once I have some built I could put them all in one spot and leave them, but after my discussion with my starving altar ego, I’m concerned about attracting celestial attention.  Maybe it’s the way the last angel I encountered tried to cremate me.  Incineration attempts give me the vapors.  I may have to put them all in one place, at least for now.  We’ll see how much time goes by before the gate-contact counter is up. 
 
    I coiled up a length of orichalcum wire and hung it on Bronze’s built-in saddlehorn like a lariat.  With her brand-new jumper cable in place—priorities—I untwisted more wire from the jumbo coil and started setting up the physical structure of the dynamos.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Zombie World, Experiment Still Going 
 
      
 
    I’ve been here sixteen days.  Sixteen days!  My Ring has counted a hundred and eleven contacts with the automated mini-gate, and there it seems to have stopped.  I think the time differential hit the jackpot and I’ve got lots of time here while only thirty seconds goes by in Tauta.  What worries me is the possibility something in the system has failed, and time is marching on unpredictably in Tauta.  I can’t check without disrupting the time flow.  I should have posted a guard on the automatic gate and left instructions. 
 
    Dammit, this sort of problem never happened with Diogenes!  Maybe I should enchant a new one.  I resist the idea, though, because it feels like I’d be trying to replace a friend.  It’s irrational and stupid and makes perfect sense, at least to me.  I hate being complicated. 
 
    On the plus side, I did some scrying and found a nice house in what is either Arizona or New Mexico.  It’s got a Frank Lloyd Wright feel going on and is built partially into a hilltop.  It also has a fairly long commute from what was once civilization.  There are no signs anyone has been there in quite a while, so Bronze and I gated down to it, gave it a hard look, and I did some spellcasting.  Now my latest dynamos are tuned, in the basement, connected to the house’s power, and spinning madly. 
 
    As for the spells, I think I’ve thought of everything.  The sigil-crystal gave me a pattern to tune them.  The containment diagram minimizes the residual signal’s leakage.  There are repair spells on each dynamo, so their structure will remain intact—no burned-out motors or seized bearings.  The basement is now sealed, the door plastered over and hidden.  There’s a small array of solar conversion spells in the back yard—not on the roof; the mundane solar panels are up there.  The magical panels power a repair spell on the house to eliminate most of the effects of entropy.  They also power a Nothing To See Here spell and a minor psychic illusion.  At a distance, the house looks dilapidated, ancient, dusty.  As they get closer, the visual starts to override the psychic, but by that point, they’re starting to feel the effects of the Nothing To See Here spell, hopefully making them lose interest. 
 
    I don’t anticipate a lot of foot traffic out here, but you never know. 
 
    I did consider, briefly, an enhancement spell on the solar panels.  They have a cleaning spell to keep them clear and polished, but to enhance their power production would require more magical power in a direct relationship.  There are already a lot of repair spells maintaining the place and especially the individual dynamos.  Low-magic universes are sometimes a pain.  True, I could go to the additional effort of growing a solar-conversion farm for more magical power, but there’s a point of diminishing returns.  How much effort do I want to put into any given divinity farm?  Especially since I’m evidently going to need to establish several of them? 
 
    At any rate, we now have a basement full of the things, all whizzing away.  According to what my altar ego tells me, I’ve concealed them as well as possible from angels, gods, and whatever else might enjoy feeding on their energies.  This reminded me of my earlier questions regarding angelic visitations vis-à-vis gate detection. 
 
    My hypothesis is they do not detect gates.  They detect leakage and other emanations from gates when the gates connect to a location outside a Firmament.  In a region of the void, inside the guts of a chaos demon, whatever—that’s what gets their attention.  Point-to-point gates where both ends are inside a structured world of order don’t seem to be on their list.  Simply looking back on my own travels, this hypothesis accounts for the observations. 
 
    Now, how would I test my hypothesis? 
 
    Since I apparently had plenty of time, I made a few side trips to set up some bait. 
 
    In one alternate timeline, there are now a pair of pinpoint gates maintaining a constant connection between New Zealand and Spain—about as far apart as it is possible to get without leaving the planet.  I thought of connecting to one on the Moon, but I have no evidence they care about anything but Earth.  That’s an experiment for later. 
 
    In another alternate timeline, a similar pair of gates are connecting and disconnecting, in case the celestial beings detect the forming of a gate connection, rather than an ongoing gate.  Forming a gate connection is more disruptive to the local spacetime than a steady connection. 
 
    In four other alternate timelines, we have the same setup, but across from one alternate Earth to another alternate Earth, rather than across one world.  Two are maintaining a steady connection, two are constantly re-connecting. 
 
    I may not be able to generate celestial energies without mechanical aids, but I have spells to detect them.  We’ll see how many celestial hits we get on these experimental pieces of bait.  If I don’t get any, we’ll try dialing up the infinite void of chaos and see how quickly the antibodies gather. 
 
    Bronze and I left everything running and gated back to Elbe to filch more osmium. 
 
    Another thought crossed my mind as I hauled in osmium ingots.  It’s power-intensive to open a gate and grab the things, but even worse, it requires my personal attention.  Can I automate it?  Not easily, no, but there’s another option.  How about making osmium?  Ancient alchemists were always interested in turning lead into gold.  In my case, gold isn’t a problem.  I can find huge bars of it relatively easily, but osmium is, at best, in small ingots.  At worst, it’s in some sort of alloy or chemical compound. 
 
    Looking at the periodic table, what’s near osmium?  Hafnium, tantalum, tungsten, rhenium… and on the other side, iridium, platinum, gold, and mercury. 
 
    Can I overcome the nuclear strong force?  Probably.  I can disintegrate matter into energy, after all.  But can I swipe protons from something relatively common, like mercury—as well as some neutrons, to make sure the isotope is stable—and drag it down the periodic table to gold, then platinum, then iridium, then osmium?  Am I risking an unexpected nuclear fission event?  Or would it be safer to experiment with, say, tungsten?  It’s common, and hydrogen is readily available from water.  If I stick more protons into tungsten, can I push it up to rhenium and then osmium?  It needs two protons and one to four neutrons to be a stable isotope. 
 
    If I take a hydrogen atom and stuff the electron into the proton, it becomes a neutron.  If I take that neutron and stick it to an existing hydrogen atom, I get deuterium—a key component in heavy water, and easy enough to acquire if you know how to separate the naturally-occurring heavy water out of normal water.  If I fuse two of these deuterium atoms to a tungsten atom, I get a stable isotope of osmium. 
 
    “Fuse.”  That’s the word giving me trouble.   
 
    I have a terrible feeling about this.  As a physicist, thinking about the energies involved doesn’t concern me.  As a person, thinking about the energies involved anywhere near me is deeply disturbing. 
 
    Fusion of elements heavier than iron requires energy.  Sticking a pair of deuterium atoms to a tungsten atom will take energy.  And we’re talking about doing it a lot.  Avogadro’s Number is 6.022 x 1023 atoms.  That’s how many atoms—how many times the spell setup would have to do its thing—to get roughly a hundred and ninety grams of osmium. 
 
    This particular dynamo design takes about eight times as much. 
 
    Still, I have ideas on how it could work.  A source of water provides the heavy hydrogen.  A store of tungsten is the target.  An array—a huge array—of conversion panels provide the magical energy.  Or a matter-conversion reactor… 
 
    I’m tempted to set this up somewhere and see what progress it makes.  It may be completely impractical.  On the other hand, it may be useful enough to be worth it if I don’t have to exert myself every time I want to build another dynamo.  I’ll look into it, but I’m not building one here in Zombie World.  Maybe in the Cretaceous Lair.  It’s a good spot for long-term experiments. 
 
    No, not the Cretaceous Lair.  That’s for hiding.  That’s an emergency shelter.  An alternate Cretaceous, perhaps?  Some other unoccupied-as-yet alternate timeline, surely.  It’s sometimes tempting to think of my pyramid as another place to use, but it isn’t.  It’s meant as a bomb shelter and shouldn’t be used for anything else!  I shouldn’t even be dropping in to swap out power crystals.  I’m sort of using it as an alternate charging station when I should be ignoring it until I find a desperate need for it. 
 
    I checked my ring.  It hasn’t clicked again.  I’m getting more antsy about the time differential between here and Tauta.  If something has gone wrong, years could be going by over there.  What are the odds the time differential is so extreme as to give me sixteen days or more here in thirty seconds there?  That’s a ratio of roughly forty-six thousand to one! 
 
    I need to have faith my setup is working properly and ignore the burning urge to check it.  I probably should exercise a little self-confidence. 
 
    I’ll give it twenty days.  It’s a nice, round number.  I’ll have more dynamos built by then.  I’ll have caught up on my reading—we went into Eatonville to pick up a load of books.  And, perhaps most telling, another four days of stuffing tasteless, odorless food—I know what it is, but I don’t want to think about it—is all I think I can endure without going mad.  Mad, I tell you!  Mad! 
 
    Okay, maybe it’s not quite that bad, but I’m damned tired of these things.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, still 27th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    After twenty days in Zombie World, I waited for nightfall, checked for sunlight with my Ring of Spying, and returned to the shift-booth barn in my keep. 
 
    My automated gate connected to my Ring for the one hundred and twelfth time a few seconds after I arrived.  “The Spirits have done it all in one night,” and all that.  My programmed gate-launcher was working perfectly. 
 
    I spent nearly three weeks in Zombie World.  I was gone for less than an hour. 
 
    There are ramifications to this I absolutely must think about.  How many times have I lamented the fact I’m immortal and simply don’t have time to do things?  This is huge. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Before I get too excited, I have to remind myself:  This is Tauta, an independent world not linked to the Earth timelines.  The rules I’m seeing now may not apply for Earth-to-Earth connections.  This behavior may not apply to independent-to-independent connections, either.  On the other hand, having a process to make use of a time warp can be handy.  Not too useful on a moment’s notice, perhaps, but for larger projects where the laws of probability are on my side, immensely useful. 
 
    Not as exciting as I first thought, but useful, nonetheless. 
 
    I went into the tower, wound my way up the stairs to the workroom, and fired up my sand table, dialing for deity.  His/my face appeared, flowing upward in sand. 
 
    “What the hell did you do?” he asked, without so much as a “Hello.” 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “No!  The opposite!  There’s a trickle of energy—a perceptible trickle—flowing into me.  It varies a lot, sometimes faster, sometimes slower.  It reminds me of the fluctuations from Diogenes’ dynamo room, only smaller.  What have you done?” 
 
    “I built a few dozen dynamos and set them to spinning, same as in the dynamo room.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    So I explained about the time differential.  At first, he thought I simply got lucky and hit a fast-time track, but he caught on when I told him how I had an automated gate connection. 
 
    “This is huge,” he decided. 
 
    “I said that already.” 
 
    “I have to think about this.” 
 
    “Said that, too.” 
 
    “We think a lot alike and I’m playing catch-up,” he grumped.  “Quit it.” 
 
    “Sorry.  So, does this work for you?  Is it adequate to keep you from being… I don’t know how to put it.  Keep you alive?  Keep you from being eaten easily?  All I remember is the Olympian setting and the fountains.  I don’t know about the jungle or anything beyond my one visit and my internalized perception of the plane.” 
 
    “The jungle is a metaphor, and not a visualized, actual jungle,” he corrected.  “Surviving up here is merely like being dumped in a jungle in some ways.  Also, it’s not one plane.  Every physical world—I presume every physical world—has a corresponding higher plane of energy-states…” he trailed off.  A startled expression crossed his face. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Now I’m wondering if there are energy-state planes higher than the one I’m on.  And if there are lower energy states.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Let’s take the Earth timelines for a second,” he explained.  “They branch and re-branch all across a page.  You can draw an ever-dividing tree of the things, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Above the page, there’s another page, as in a book.  This one shares the branching timelines, but instead of using ink, use copper.  It’s alive with electricity.  The whole page is full of energy.  That’s where I am.  With me so far?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “There could be another page, even above that, with silver instead of copper—silver is a better conductor, so it handles more energy.” 
 
    “Got it.  And above that, a page with a superconductor film, and above that, a photonic thread, and so on.” 
 
    “You’ve got it,” he agreed.  “And below the first page—the material realm page—there may be a… hmm.  The metaphor breaks down a bit, here, but hang on with me.  Suppose under that page we have a… a chalk slate, like they used to use in schoolrooms.  Under that, there’s a wooden tablet with a layer of wax to scratch into.  And below that, just plain wood to carve on.  And stone under that, to chisel into.  Follow?” 
 
    “I think so.  What would these… alternate energy-state planes be like?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but, as we’ve noticed, you have no idea what my energy-state plane is like and you’ve been here.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting answers, just speculation,” I soothed.  “Take a breath.  Take a drink.” 
 
    “When we have the juice for it, I want to find out.” 
 
    “I’m game, but I have things I need to do, too.” 
 
    “When we have the juice for it, I said.  No miracles from me for a while, no miracles from you.  I’m not being pushy.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Still, if I might be a little pushy?” 
 
    “More dynamos?” I guessed.  He nodded. 
 
    “Yes, please.  I’m not ungrateful for your efforts already.  I appreciate your work.  It may mean the difference when it comes to my survival up here.  But giving me a magic lunchbox that refills itself once a week, well… it won’t sustain me by itself.  See what I mean?” 
 
    “More is better,” I agreed.  “Okay.  I don’t have anything planned for tonight, anyway.  I’ll conduct some more time slippage experiments—that is, I’ll get a larger statistical universe—and do you some good in the process.  Then I want to check on my own troubles.  Fair?” 
 
    “More than fair,” he agreed.  “I owe you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “I don’t?” 
 
    “We are not going to have such a relationship.  There is no keeping score.  I don’t owe you, you don’t owe me.  We work together.” 
 
    “Huh.  I… maybe I’ve been associating with other energy-state beings for too long,” he mused.  “The whole deity-to-worshipper relationship is kind of central to my existence and theirs.  I haven’t been in the habit of thinking in terms of partnerships, only exchanges and quid pro quo.  I—” he broke off, turning sharply, eyes widening.  “Gotta go!” 
 
    The sand collapsed into the table.  I wondered what the problem was.  Hopefully he wasn’t about to be eaten by something.  If so, I didn’t see what I could do about it. 
 
    Or, on the other hand, maybe I did. 
 
    I prepared a couple of additional spells and—as far as anyone else was concerned— some “enchanted items,” before I co-opted a couple of warriors to stand guard over my gate.  I explained carefully how they should put the crystal in the hole if the ticking thing stopped ticking or if anyone tried to interfere.  I went to some effort to make their part as simple as possible.  Now, if something goes wrong with the automated micro-gate, at least I’ll have a connection and an alert.  I feel better. 
 
    Bronze and I vanished into Zombie World again.  Once there, my Ring of Spying started ticking again. 
 
    Dang.  I need two.  One for keeping track of elapsed time and one for actual spying.  Well, I have some time.  I think I can set up my Ring of Spying to have two separate gate openings in it.  I think I should alter it, though.  I’m thinking a ring of steel with a pair of tiny iridium circles mounted on it.  I can enchant these as micro-gates without risking the enchantment integrity of a single ring.  Maybe I should have several tiny, iridium-lined holes in an orichalcum ring?  I could have several potential micro-gates running at once—or potential micro-gate targets if I want to keep track of several timelines?  Or who knows what reason?  More is better, right? 
 
    I started work on an upgraded ring.  I appear to have some time. 
 
      
 
    My altar ego should be much happier.  I’ve spent close to three months swiping osmium, manufacturing orichalcum, and setting up dynamo farms in alternate worlds.  Most of them are in some version of Arizona or the Australian Outback or some other inhospitable part of the world.  For now, it seems most practical to use post-apocalyptic worlds.  There’s no one—or almost no one—around to bother my stuff.  Add to this the fact many houses in the desert are off the grid and have their own power source and we have nice places to stash these things. 
 
    I would have got more done, but I spent a fair amount of power fetching food.  There came a point I tried to choke down another packet and gagged, nearly throwing up what I already forced down.  That was it.  That was the final straw.  I have taken the remaining chili-with-beans and burned the damned things.  If I never eat chili-with-beans again, it will be too soon. 
 
    Nevertheless, despite this diversion, there are a dozen worlds with twenty or thirty dynamos apiece.  They’re all tuned, hidden, protected, et cetera.  I know they’re not exactly a fire hose of power, but hopefully they’ve upgraded his metaphorical water supply from a steady drip to a thin, constant stream. 
 
    I also did some small-scale experiments in Zombie World with my transmutation setup.  The good news is I have a proof of concept.  I can turn lead into gold, if I want—in reeeeeally small quantities, if I do it by hand.  The drawback is exactly what I thought it was.  It takes enormous amounts of energy to do so in any quantity.  It also, according to my stolen equipment, produces a fair amount of ionizing radiation.  Still, it’s a process I don’t have to stand anywhere near.  It may be a practical source of elemental metals, provided I either have a lot of time or the time differential is favorable.  Much like my modified repair spell for altering the shape of things, I could set this up and let it run.  It doesn’t need to use a lot of power per second if I let it run for a whole lot of seconds.  I’ll have to experiment further. 
 
    I came back shortly before dawn in Tauta.  Everything worked perfectly.  The guards didn’t need to do anything while I was gone for those few hours.  I wrote up my data, logged it in my mental study, and headed into the tower for a shower. 
 
    It was a good night.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 28th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    It was not a good morning.  Oh, the transformation went the way it always does, but the shower helped.  I felt much better as a mortal than I did the day before.  Well, months before.  The day before in Tauta, anyway.  I also enjoyed hearing the twang of crossbows as I latched on armor, as well as the usual whacking and clanking from the early-morning drills.  All I was missing were the smells of breakfast cooking.  Pity about the rations. 
 
    I headed to the bedroom to see if Leisel was awake.  She wasn’t in the bedroom, which made me wonder.  When was the last time I saw her…?  One of the downsides to variable time worlds is the mental disorientation involved.  The last time I saw her was close to four months ago!  Here in the keep, it was only… one day?  Or so?  I saw her when we were in the “throne room,” if that’s what it is, and we went to the bedroom.  Late that afternoon, we parted company.  Did she ever go to bed to sleep? 
 
    I tried her mirror.  It connected, but it was in a pocket or pouch.  No one answered, and I felt a surge of stubborn mixed with a small dollop of concern.  Leisel wouldn’t ignore my call without a good reason.  I went to my workroom, fired up the main mirror, and tried tracking the call. 
 
    The dedicated connection between the communications mirrors worked perfectly.  My scrying attempt, on the other hand, failed.  The sensor was unable to form at the other end of the connection.  The enchantment on the small mirror worked fine, but the main mirror’s sensor isn’t part of an enchanted object at the far end.  It has to manifest.  Very few things would stop one but not the other.  A scry-shield leaped immediately to mind, but before I started tracking down a location, someone cut the connection with the communications mirror.  I tried to reestablish it, but they weren’t having it.  I fired up my new Ring of Spying and told a gate to look for Leisel.  I know her intimately enough to target her, specifically.  Still, no soap.  She was either radically different from my memory of her—read, “dead”—or shielded.  I tried again assuming she was a corpse, then assumed she was dismembered and hunted specifically for her right index finger.  Still nothing, so she was probably shielded. 
 
    In a way, shielded was good.  It was highly likely someone wanted her for something, so they were hiding.  It was possible they were hiding her corpse, but I doubted anyone in Tauta would go to such efforts.  They don’t know me well enough to anticipate how unpleasant things would get if I found her corpse. 
 
    The question remained, who had her?  A bunch of wizards who wanted information on me?  Or wizards hired by the Temple?  It had to be wizards.  No one else was sneaking through the valley, the keep, and the dungeon.  Unless the locals have a special caste, equivalent to ninjas…  Does the Temple have ninja wizards on the payroll?  Or as some secret sub-sect of the Temple?  Is there a God of Stealth that no one has ever heard of because he’s too clever at being sneaky? 
 
    Frowning, I went downstairs and started asking questions about Leisel’s whereabouts.  The last time anyone saw her, she was on her way down to interrogate the Sauvignon Assassin.  Did she make it that far?  Or did someone snatch her elsewhere?  Was my assassin still in her cell or was she gone, too? 
 
    Come to think of it, don’t these people take issue with assassination?  Or is that only during vendettas?  Or does it not apply to the Temples?  When is assassination acceptable to the locals?  Maybe it never is, but the Temples don’t care?  Kind of like some government agencies, I suppose.  Which, when it comes right down to it, might not be such a bad comparison.  There’s a civil government, but the Temple seems to be adjudicating quite a bit.  Was the local culture always like this, turning to the priests on the assumption they would be impartial, or did the priests deliberately try to gain more worldly powers?  Come to that, did the locals even start with priests, or did they just revere their ancestors?  Did reincarnation start before or after the ancestor worship?  On a more modern front, if the Temple decides—or intercedes with the gods for—the type of life you get next time around, how much power does that give them?  Add to that an ever-growing wealth from tithes, sacrifices, and just plain bribes… 
 
    How much of Sarashda is owned by the Temple? 
 
    In this frame of mind, I went grumpily down through the main basement room and opened the door to the cell.  This set off the electrical discharge. 
 
    One of the drawbacks to having a keep is the false feeling of security it provides.  I don’t check for traps every time I go through a door.  It’s impractical.  If I’m hurrying to the bathroom, I’m not interested in a careful examination of the doorknob or checking for tripwires.  It’s my bathroom.  I expect any booby-traps on it to be my booby-traps and to know exactly how to avoid setting them off.  It’s disconcerting when someone else’s booby-trap appears on an interior door. 
 
    Several billion volts erupted from the door and filled the room with lightning.  I lay down rather suddenly and involuntarily, smoking somewhat while several muscles—i.e. all of them—quivered and vibrated in reaction.  My armor is a good electrical insulator, but magical lightning spells have to have a fairly sophisticated guidance and targeting subroutine.  If you release a lot of electrical energy and don’t direct it somewhere, it’s liable to ground out through you.  This is not something you do twice. 
 
    I hit the ground, hard, and bounced my head off the floor.  I had time to wish I’d worn my helmet instead of leaving it upstairs before I blacked out. 
 
    A moment later—it had to be only a moment; the smells of charred meat and ozone were overwhelming—I snapped back to consciousness.  Many of my day-shift emergency spells went off, including my pacemaker and a healing spell, but I clearly need something to make sure I’m breathing, too.  I arched, lying there on the floor, manually sucking in a huge breath, forcing my body to inhale.  At a guess, my armor’s insulation made me a poor grounding channel, but I still got enough of a jolt to stop my heart or at least send it into fibrillations.  One side of my face hurt like hell, even with my spells to numb it.  My fingertips were also numb and I wasn’t sure my feet were still attached.  My legs didn’t want to move, but I found I could force them. 
 
    No one else was so fortunate.  The prisoners were embedded in a wall and made excellent grounding rods.  The guards were standing around encased in steel.  Since nothing else followed the lightning, I heaved myself onto my face and struggled upright-ish.  I half-staggered to the guards and examined them.  Their armor took the brunt of the burns, but there was still charred flesh and stopped hearts to worry about.  I did my best to focus, but I had to resort to more handwaving and magical chanting than I usually do.  Pacemaker spells would keep their hearts going.  Healing spells would encourage their bodies to focus on damage control.  At least they got artificial respiration spells right up front.  I had no idea if they would live or not, but it was the best I could do under the circumstances. 
 
    That done, I sat quietly for a couple of minutes and did what I could to sort myself out by hand.  If I didn’t have my amulet, I would probably be undergoing brain death from a stopped heart and lack of breathing.  As it was, I was alive, but whether that would continue without magical aids was still a delicate question. 
 
    Someday, I should probably go back to school for a medical degree.  If I’m going to cast spells on biology, I should understand biology better. 
 
    When I felt a bit more stable, I staggered to the charred cell door and looked around.  The cell was empty.  Of course. 
 
    There are any number of magical ways to pull off the stunt.  Folding space is energy-intensive and generally only good for shorter distances.  Phasing through solid matter might also work, if they had an invisibility spell to go with it.  There are teleportation spells of various sorts and wildly varying requirements.  And, of course, my personal favorite, gate spells.  None of these spells were still present, but I might be able to determine which it was.  If I was lucky, I might even be able to get a line on where it went from the distortions it left behind. 
 
    Later. 
 
    Realizing someone managed to stealth their way into the keep and abscond with a captive assassin and possibly Leisel, I took a quick tour—okay, a slow, shuffling step—around the central basement room, looking through the other doors.  The treasury, if that’s what we’re calling it, wasn’t touched.  I suspect they targeted the cell with the assassin—or, rather, the assassin herself—and were happy to get what they came for.  This didn’t prove who was behind it, Sarcana or the Temple, but I’d think Sarcana would want their money back, or at least to play turnabout and steal mine.  With the assassin as the target, I’d guess the Temple hired some wizards. 
 
    At least it wasn’t a miracle.  I don’t think the gods would leave behind an electrical-discharge trap spell on the door. 
 
    I slid to the floor and rested.  Being electrocuted really takes it out of you, and my face was starting to hurt even more, despite the numbing spell.  I took out my mirror and regarded myself.  It was almost a shame to regenerate it.  It looked pretty bad, all up and down the side of my face, but it would make a cool scar. 
 
    I activated the mirror and called for help.  In moments, I had a dozen concerned amazons in the basement, all ready to kill something.  I explained to Velina and she took over, barking orders.  The wounded guards were taken upstairs, gently, and someone brought me water. 
 
    “Do you want to move, sir?” 
 
    “Not if I can possibly avoid it.” 
 
    “What shall we do?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean about you, sir.” 
 
    “Oh.  Still nothing.” 
 
    “Still?” 
 
    “I want to recover a bit before I make any decisions.  However, I do want to do two things for certain.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “First—no, I just remembered.  Didn’t I kidnap some kustoni a while ago?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “How are they doing?” 
 
    “They’ve been briefed and forced to observe how civilized people live.  Neither has been damaged.” 
 
    “Good.  Take them out through the tunnel and send them on their way.  They’re a complication we don’t need.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Now that that’s off my mind, I’m either going to have a conversation with Naskarl or I’m going to destroy his roadblock.  Possibly both.  That’s second and/or third.  First thing, I’m going to feel better.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  What do you want done about Leisel?” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Someone,” I told her, “is going to share my pain.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    A billion volts isn’t much of a problem, provided it’s all behind one electron.  Volts are just a measure of how much pressure is behind the electrons.  Amperage is how many electrons are involved.  One or the other isn’t a problem.  When you get both, then you have real problems.  The voltage we took was extremely high, but the amperage was fairly low.  There’s only so much power the caster could put in his trap spell.  It’s a typical issue for electrical spells.  You have a maximum value for power, which you then have to split between how far you want it to go and how much damage you want it to do.  If it’s going to get everyone in the room, it might not kill anyone.  If you want it to kill whoever touches it—my version, on my mine-shaft door—it’ll fry them like a hot dog fallen into a campfire, only faster.  So while we were somewhat fried, the primary lethality was the secondary effects, not direct vaporization.  The burns weren’t life-threatening in themselves. 
 
    Electrical burns take time to heal.  The worst of the burns were to the skin, but even minor burns to internal organs can be lethal.  After a couple of hours, I was pretty sure all three of us would survive without magical life support, but it would be a while before the humans were in any sort of decent shape.  They wore steel armor, too, so their scars wouldn’t even be visible.  The lightning burned the steel and leather, and the skin beneath.  I reinforced and focused some fresh healing magic on them when I cranked up my own. 
 
    Tessera brought me breakfast and lunch, escorted by two grim-faced warriors.  I don’t think they liked the fact Leisel was missing.  I knew I was plenty pissed off about it, but I’m an angry person.  I mentioned this to Tessera while she watched me eat. 
 
    “Sir, I think you’ve misunderstood.” 
 
    “I’m good at that.” 
 
    “We’ve been besieged for a while and done nothing.  Before that, Sarcana sent a hired wizard in to rescue their kidnapping squad—and there’s the kidnapping squad, too.  Now you’re hurt, Leisel’s missing, and we don’t have any orders.  How long are we going to take it?” 
 
    “They’re warriors,” I mused. 
 
    “And we’re here to fight.” 
 
    “I’ve had conversations like this before.  I don’t seem to be breaking the habit.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    I thought for over a minute, thinking about pros and cons, possible ramifications, and all the worst-case scenarios.  Are the worst cases worth risking for the possibility of the best cases? 
 
    “Tessera,” I sighed, finally, “can I trust you?” 
 
    “Leisel isn’t here, sir, but I’ll do anything your vidat would.” 
 
    I nodded to the two additional guards. 
 
    “Ladies, would you leave us for a bit?”  They did the curling-hand salute-thing and shut the door behind themselves.  I turned to Tessera.  “This isn’t about my vidat.  This is about me.” 
 
    “I owe you my life,” she stated, simply.  “I’m yours.” 
 
    “I hope you won’t regret that.” 
 
    “I don’t.  What’s on your mind, sir?” 
 
    “There’s a reason I’ve been so reluctant to beat the brains in of House Sarcana.  What do you think it is?” 
 
    “I couldn’t guess.” 
 
    “Do you think we can do it?” 
 
    “I think we could make them negotiate,” she admitted.  “I don’t think we can take them, but we could stick close to home and make them reach for us.  I know it would cost them a lot.  They might not think it’s worth it.” 
 
    “Tessera, I know I can crush them.  I already destroyed more than twenty of their businesses, stole thousands, possibly hundreds of thousands of coins from them, and, since there’s some sort of significance to Renata’s baby, I made sure she’s about to have it here, rather than in Naskarl’s clutches.  If I feel like it, I’ll kill every single person in the Sarcana estate in Sarashda.  Personally.  If I decide to take the House on, the authorities in Sarashda will be upset about the blood pouring down their streets.” 
 
    “Good!  Can I tell anyone about what you’ve already done?” 
 
    “Tell?  I suppose, yes, if you think it’ll help.” 
 
    “I thought we were just sitting here, doing nothing.  Now that I know this, well, it’s made me feel a lot better!” 
 
    “There’s a good thing.  The bad thing is my temper.  I’ve been trying to avoid expressing it.  I don’t want to get into a fight with Sarcana.  A fight will not be a fight for long because I don’t fight.  I murder.  I’ll kill everything in sight and go looking for the ones who are hiding.  There will be no surrendering, because surrendering won’t change how fast they die, only in what order.  I’ll chase down the fleeing and cut down the kneeling.  There will be nothing of the House left alive that can speak their name.” 
 
    Tessera was silent for several moments, contemplating some inner vision. 
 
    “I see,” she said at last, softly.  “I think I see.” 
 
    “This is why I’ve been trying to handle this in socially-acceptable ways.  If it comes to battle, I’ll murder everyone.  And I do mean ‘murder.’  You’ve seen me fight.  Imagine me, mouth-foaming angry and out for blood.” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” she said, but I don’t think it was quite true.  The idea seemed to excite her. 
 
    “Me, either,” I replied, without adding anything. 
 
    “I do have a solution,” she suggested, “if you want to hear it.” 
 
    “You do?” I asked, startled. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “You have hundreds of warriors just itching to fight for you.  We’ve trained and drilled and trained some more, all because you said to.  It’s like we’re getting ready, and—respectfully, sir—we are ready.  We may not be the best of the best, but we’re all veterans of some combat or other, and we’ll fight anyone or anything you want.  When we heard about the vendetta, we were confused when we didn’t go out to fight, but now I know why and so will everyone else.  If you let us, we’ll go kick the Sarcana roadblock into splintered wood and split skulls.  I swear on my shield you won’t have to touch it.  Please?  Sir?” 
 
    She looked like a teenager asking permission to go out on a date.  I keep forgetting these people are professionals.  Fighting is what they do.  Not practicing, not training, not drilling, but getting out there and hacking people into bloody chunks.  They’re not Knights of Shadow—I’m not sure the Knights of the Round Table would enjoy a fight against those lunatics—but they are highly-proficient killers.  It’s true, the Temple has condemned them to a lifetime career, regardless of what they might have chosen, but here we are, as they say, and they’re warriors.  They’re proud of being warriors.  And they want to fight. 
 
    “All right,” I agreed.  “All right.  We’ll sally out and destroy the Sarcana roadblock, capture anyone we can, and then I’ll talk terms with Naskarl.  He already knows I mean business, but with the loss of his only force in the field, he’ll be doubly demoralized.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Please let Velina know I would like to speak with her.” 
 
    “I’ll head out there right away!” 
 
    I finished my lunch in peace.  Strangely enough, I felt better. 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure what Tessera told Velina, but they got my intent right even if they didn’t quite follow what I would have called proper procedure. 
 
    Late in the afternoon, I was in pretty good shape aside from a mild, pulsing pain in my face.  Most of my healing spell went into making sure I wasn’t suffering from some hidden internal damage.  I went down to see Renata.  She was staying in the tower, now that the tower had grown enough outward to have more rooms. 
 
    Whoa.  When I made the long climb up the stairs to my workroom, it really was farther than I remembered.  The tower—the whole keep—is still growing to match the blueprint I gave it.  I ought to pay more attention to how far along it is. 
 
    Anyway, Renata was resting in her room along with two guards.  Everybody was armed and ready for trouble.  The guards were actually in the room with her, rather than standing outside.  I approved. 
 
    “How’s the future mother doing?” 
 
    “I have questions,” Renata replied, hands on her belly.  I didn’t mention I had questions about her pregnancy, too.  Most people have more mundane questions, such as who the father is and so on.  I wondered, too, but I also wished I knew more about incorporeal lights and how they interact with the unborn. 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “It’s only the twenty-eighth of Milaskir.  How is this possible?” 
 
    “The answer is complicated and involves magic.” 
 
    “Magic.  All right.  I still do not understand what has happened—how it has happened—nor why.” 
 
    “Because Naskarl, for some reason, wants you in his house when you push the baby out.  He thinks he’s got months to slowly work out a way to kill me, take you, and get what he wants—whatever that is.  The baby, presumably.  He hasn’t been forthcoming about his motives.  In a few days or weeks, you’ll have your child and ruin his plans.  He may still be upset with us, but with his plans in a shambles, he may decide to cut his losses.” 
 
    Renata nodded, slowly, still rubbing her belly through the tunic.  She couldn’t wear armor, obviously.  I suppose she could, technically, but who makes armor tailored for a pregnant woman? 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it, and I have to beg for your forgiveness, Mazhani.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I have not told you everything.” 
 
    I can’t grind my teeth, but I’ve become a master at clenching them.  My temper was not at its best.  I’d been electrocuted earlier.  Plus, if she was about to disclose something fundamental—now!—after all this time in the valley, I was not only going to be upset but I’d have a right to be.  This is not a good way to keep the violent, bloodthirsty monster with anger management issues in a non-murderous frame of mind. 
 
    I twirled my hand through the reverse-yes—back of the hand facing out, two fingers up, then a down-and-out flick of the wrist—indicating she should stop.  I settled to the floor, breathed deeply for a bit, and tried for a tiny bit of detachment.  I tried hard, because I wanted to backhand her face until she fell to the ground. 
 
    Intellectually, I despise such behavior.  Emotionally, I still had the urge.  Where’s a Vulcan mind-meld when you need one? 
 
    “All right.  Tell me.” 
 
    “I do not believe this is the child of Palan of Sarcana.” 
 
    Aaaand now I’m angry again.  Is this my fault?  I didn’t pay attention to people.  Who are they, why are they here, how do they feel, what do they want?  I was paying attention to the nuts and bolts of a small civilization instead of the politics and… and… and the drama.  I assume it must be at least partly my fault.  People exist and I didn’t pay attention to their personal issues.  I didn’t care.  Worse, I actively avoided all of it.  All I wanted was to be left alone, but there were things to do first.  Everything I’ve done has been colored by this. 
 
    On the other hand, I suppose it can’t be laid entirely at my feet.  Renata could have opened her mouth at any point. 
 
    I wonder if this is more my fault than I think.  Firebrand notices things and I rely on it for input.  Clearly, it didn’t notice the whole complicated story with Renata, but it didn’t actively probe, either.  Bronze notices things, as well, and I rely on her, too.  And, of course, I have Leisel taking care of most of the day-to-day things. 
 
    If I didn’t rely on others so heavily, would I have noticed?  Would I have asked probing questions?  Would I have discovered all this so much earlier? 
 
    Breathe.  That’s the ticket.  Breathe.  I’m immortal and all this will pass away.  In a hundred years, who’s going to care? 
 
    Me, possibly.  At least there won’t be anyone left to remind me of it, though. 
 
    Renata, meanwhile, looked at me with some concern, halfway between wondering if I was going to kill her and wondering if I was going to abandon her.  I didn’t like the look, either, so I stomped on both impulses and tried on a smile.  It didn’t feel right.  My lips kept trying to slide back and expose my teeth. 
 
    So, I wondered, if Palan wasn’t the father, who did that leave? 
 
    “I’m going to go out on a limb and guess the father is Naskarl?” 
 
    She nodded, wordlessly.  I rubbed my temples and reflected how I really should have pressured her for more information about the baby.  Yes, I was distracted by other matters, but that’s not an excuse. 
 
    I suck at being in charge. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you a question,” I said, finally.  “I think I’ve asked it before.  Can you tell me why Naskarl wants you back so badly?  Or words to that effect.  I seem to recall your answer was a bit evasive.  You didn’t say you didn’t know.  You said you couldn’t tell me.  Or am I misremembering it?” 
 
    Renata’s face colored, mostly the cheeks. 
 
    “No, sir.  You remember it, or close enough.” 
 
    “I think the honorific you’re looking for is Mazhani,” I corrected.  “I’m somewhat less than pleased with you just now.” 
 
    “I apologize, Mazhani.  I should have spoken sooner.” 
 
    “You’re damn right you sh—” I broke off, swallowed, and tried to unclench… everything.  I rolled my shoulders and flexed my hands, loosening everything.  I started again.  “I’m upset, and you should have told me sooner.  This is the situation we have to deal with now, and snapping at you won’t change it.  But, yes, I agree you should have been more forthcoming.  Why weren’t you?” 
 
    “It was some time ago, Mazhani.  Leisel thought you might be a good man, but I didn’t know.  We were out in the middle of nowhere, cutting a tiny village out of the jungle, and House Sarcana was a great House with wealth and men and influence.  I wasn’t sure you would—or could—keep me safe.  It seemed better to keep quiet and not add another worry to your list.” 
 
    “A worry,” I continued for her, “which might have gotten you handed over at the first sign of a vendetta with House Sarcana?” 
 
    “Yes, Mazhani.” 
 
    “Didn’t I come get you?” I complained.  “Didn’t I chase after your kidnappers and bring you back, along with them?  Didn’t you trust me?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a House issue then!” she protested.  “It was personal.  You had one of your guards stolen.  If you knew they were recovering Sarcana’s property…” 
 
    “First off, people are not property.  You belong to yourself, and that’s flat.  Second… well, there really isn’t a second.  Never mind.  Forget the whole thing about not talking then.  We’re here now, in this situation, so we deal with it.  Talk!” 
 
    For the next three hours, Renata did so, explaining at length and elaborating upon request.  The three people mostly involved with the inheritance of the title—manzhani of House Sarcana—were Palan, Naskarl, and Nironda.  Palan had the higher rank at birth, despite the fact Naskarl was older and perhaps better suited to run the place.  Nironda was the galvanais to Palan, tasked with producing his heir. 
 
    The trouble started when Nironda seemed unable to bear Palan’s children.  Maybe it was something as simple as a blood-type incompatibility, or maybe she wasn’t able to carry a child at all, or maybe she deliberately did something to avoid it, or maybe Palan was shooting blanks.  Renata didn’t know why Nironda couldn’t have his child, so it didn’t seem to matter much.  What she did know was Palan wanted her and… how can I put this?  Her loyalty was for sale, as were her services. 
 
    It makes her sound like a whore, I know.  Under the technical definition, I suppose she was, but her status was more like a concubine.  Palan liked his regular harem, if that’s the word for it, but Renata was less of a soft, pretty toy.  She was more dangerous than they were—beautiful, but deadly.  Exciting.  There’s a difference between a Sleeping Beauty-style princess and Wonder Woman.  I guess it all depends on what pops your clutch. 
 
    For quite a while, this arrangement was fine and dandy.  Palan kept her on duty semi-regularly so she held her nose and did what she had to. 
 
    While living on the Sarcana estate, however, she discovered Naskarl handled the majority of the House finances and business arrangements.  She also discovered he was a remarkably charming man.  During the course of their association, they discussed many things, including Palan and Nironda and the relationships among them all.  Nironda was also aware of Naskarl’s superior charm—I got the impression there may have been incidents where she and Renata partook of his charms in a joint fashion. 
 
    Still, Nironda wasn’t providing an heir, and this was a problem, especially since Renata kept having to visit an apothecary or a wizard to keep from providing an heir involuntarily.  Palan refused to buy her one of the contraceptive charms.  Even if she found a way to obtain one, it has to be worn, not put on and taken off.  There would be no way to keep Palan from seeing it.  Instead, Naskarl paid for the morning-after medication half a dozen times. 
 
    Then Palan took a flaming sword in the guts and died. 
 
    Some rapid thinking and planning took place as Naskarl and Nironda leaped at the opportunity. 
 
    Nironda, as it turns out, really was unable to carry a child to term.  Renata, on the other hand, had to go to great lengths to avoid it.  If Palan’s child were to inherit, this would make certain his persona non grata sister, Malais, could not take over from the less-well-born Naskarl through the agency of a more high-born heir.  The only trouble was making Nironda produce a child.  Still, if everyone could be convinced Nironda was already pregnant when Palan died, Renata—actually pregnant already—could simply not terminate the pregnancy.  The two of them could go into seclusion until the baby was born and no one would be the wiser. 
 
    “The trouble,” Renata finished, “was me.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I would know.” 
 
    “And they wouldn’t want anyone who knew to live to tell about it.” 
 
    “Exactly.  That’s why I took service with you.  To get far away, hopefully where they would never find me.” 
 
    “Yeah, that worked.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be mean about it,” she observed. 
 
    “I apologize.  I’m tempery and ill-mannered.  I abase myself in contrition.  Just for my information, whose kid is it?  Palan’s?” 
 
    “I think it’s Naskarl’s, but I can’t be certain.  The timing fits best for him.” 
 
    “In the larger scheme of things, I suppose it doesn’t matter.  Naskarl’s plan is shot.  Even if he grabbed you today, there would be no way to make it work.” 
 
    “Which means Malais will have an opportunity, provided she can find a suitable high-born.” 
 
    “Will this affect the current state of vendetta?” 
 
    “Not for a year or more.  She will have to conceive and bear a child before she can lay claim to the House.” 
 
    “Then it’s not my immediate concern.  I have to deal with Naskarl and House Sarcana.” 
 
    “I’d worry about Nironda,” Renata advised.  “She can be vindictive.  She’s sweeter than honey-wine when she’s getting her way, subtle as a knife in the dark when she doesn’t.  She used Palan and she’s using Naskarl.  She’ll be angry at the way the plan has come apart.  Definitely at me, maybe with you.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead and winced when my fingertips brushed the electrical burn.  It started to throb again. 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll give them a call and see how we can settle this.” 
 
    My plans to make the call were interrupted by a messenger carrying a small mirror.  I recognized it as one of the sentry-post communications mirrors.  He handed it to me. 
 
    Velina smiled at me.  I didn’t like her smile.  It reminded me of mine. 
 
    “Mazhani.” 
 
    “Velina.  What news?” I asked, noting the background of smoke and the aftermath of battle. 
 
    “We are victorious.  We have forty prisoners, including three of the First.” 
 
    “You already attacked the roadblock?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead again, more carefully.  It was going to be that kind of day. 
 
    “Excellent work,” I decided.  “How many wounded are there?” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Never mind.  Bring the wounded to the keep.  Bring the prisoners, too.  We’ll earn bonus points for mercy, I suppose.” 
 
    “On the way, sir,” she answered, as though she expected the order. 
 
    I continued upstairs, this time to the bedroom, and rested.  For all the times I’ve used high voltage, I’m still not electrically powered.  Note for the future: a superconductor mesh in the armor, maybe, for superior grounding potential.  Something to keep the current away from my own tender skin, like a Faraday cage.  I’ll ask Diogenes about it.  Someday. 
 
    Give me ten minutes and I’ll call Naskarl. 
 
    Make it fifteen. 
 
      
 
    Naskarl didn’t answer, but his wizard did.  From the distortion and the angle, I think it was a crystal ball.  I identified myself and asked for Naskarl.  A cloth went over the ball and I waited.  At least my burns were coming along nicely.  There was a mild throb but nothing worse, as long as I didn’t pick at it.  Instead, I focused on remembering:  I am the Demon King.  I am the Mazhani of this valley.  I am not to be trifled with. 
 
    I didn’t want to admit anything to anyone listening, so I had Renata sit to one side, out of view, in case I needed to prove her condition. 
 
    The cloth came off and Naskarl looked out at me.  He sat in a heavy chair and appeared to be alone.  I had to admit, Renata was right.  He was a rather handsome man.  No doubt he could be charming, as well.  He did not strike me so, however. 
 
    “What do you want?” he demanded. 
 
    “You want to speak as equals?  Fine.  I—” 
 
    “You are no equal to me!” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Naskarl of Sarcana, you have a score of your financial sources slaughtered, your treasury looted, and your roadblock—on my road—broken.  I’m willing to ransom your captured warriors, but I’m not sure you can afford it.  Worse, your plans to deceive the Temple about Palan’s heir through Nironda, using Renata, is known to me and completely impossible, now.  Are you going to listen to what I have to say or are we going to finish this vendetta the way the Temple wants?  They’ve been manipulating us from the start.  Do you want to be their puppet?” 
 
    I worried about him for a moment.  His face turned an ugly shade of eggplant.  The veins on his forehead were ready to pop.  It looked as though he couldn’t speak. 
 
    If he had a stroke, right there, on the spot, would Malais immediately inherit?  Food for thought. 
 
    “Take a few minutes.  Take a breath.  Get a massage and a drink.  Call me back when you’re ready to discuss how we can both get what we want—if we cooperate.  It may still be possible for your—excuse me, Palan’s—heir to inherit the House.”  I broke the connection and waited.  Renata cleared her throat. 
 
    “Mazhani?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Naskarl’s heir…” she trailed off, both hands on her belly. 
 
    “No.  You aren’t being sold out.  I won’t have it.  I won’t do it and I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “I accept what you say,” she agreed, cautiously, “but I do not understand.” 
 
    “There’s a secret I’ve been trying to keep from the Temples,” I began. 
 
    “That you’re a wizard?” she interrupted. 
 
    “Uh… yes.” 
 
    “I think the Temple doesn’t know, but they may suspect.  The valley certainly knows, but they do not speak of it.” 
 
    “Well, that’s… reassuring, sort of.”  I reflected how I really needed to do better at concealing my abilities.  I’m used to hiding the fact I’m a blood-drinking monster, but not having any other blood-drinking monsters around sort of encourages me to be extra-secret about it.  It’s harder to hide the fact I’m a wizard in a world where there are wizards.  I mean, if magic was only used by horrible witches through pacts with ancient evils, I’d be much more circumspect.  Maybe I should be, anyway. 
 
    “What I’m getting at,” I continued, “is there exists a significant possibility I can force Nironda’s body to have a baby.  Naskarl’s, if he wants.  I might even manage to make the timing work out, if he’s willing to work with me.” 
 
    “Wizards can do that?” 
 
    “Not all of them.  It depends on the spells they know.  Come to that, I’m not sure I can, but I’m willing to try.” 
 
    “Nironda is beautiful,” Renata admitted.  “Although, if Leisel tells us true, I don’t know if Naskarl will want you to try.  He might be jealous.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was simply thinking he might—” she broke off as the mirror on the wall chimed and the reflection rippled.  One of Naskarl’s wizard hirelings nodded and stepped aside for Naskarl himself. 
 
    “State your proposal,” he snapped.  His face was less florid, but there was still an impressive collection of veins throbbing in his temples.  I wondered about his cholesterol. 
 
    I leaned forward, intently, almost intimately. 
 
    “The Temple is screwing you over,” I stated.  “They’re the ones who determine who inherits your House.  Your House.  Under the rules of inheritance, your half-sister could become manzhani if she has the sense—and ambition—to marry well.  To keep her from gaining control, you either have to pay the Temple—excuse me, ‘offer up a material sacrifice’—to get a favorable determination regarding the will of the gods… or you have to make it obvious your sister has no claim.”  I beckoned Renata forward.  She rose and came into view.  “As you can see, Renata will not be helping with the second plan.” 
 
    Naskarl was a study in restraint.  A purplish study, but restraint.  I don’t think he completely believed me.  Renata might be wearing something to simulate being farther along.  He kept quiet and reserved judgment, despite his impulses. 
 
    “Now,” I continued, letting Renata move back to her chair, “I have access to a way to let Nironda carry a child to term much more quickly than is normal.  I’ll help you.  Between us, we can make it look as though she’s bearing Palan’s child and so keep you in control of House Sarcana no matter what your sister does or what the Temple says.  If Nironda can’t bear a child, well, maybe we can find a way to let her.  If all else fails, she can go into seclusion until enough time has passed and we go find one.  Whatever it takes.  This benefits you, obviously, but it also benefits me by getting the Temple—or, rather, you, being manipulated by the Temple—off my back.  I, of course, will keep your secret since I’ll be just as guilty of deception.  What do you say?” 
 
    Naskarl breathed deeply through his nose, nostrils flaring, but his color improved.  He was still affronted by something, probably me, but he was also thinking. 
 
    “There is a simpler solution,” he said, finally.  “One I may not employ.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “If my sister was not able to marry a high-born member of my caste, she would be no threat.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting I court her or kill her?  I can do either.  I have a vidat, but no galvanais.” 
 
    “Either would suit my purposes.” 
 
    “I’ll consider it.  In the event I can do neither, I will still be willing to shut out the possibility of her taking House Sarcana from you.  Given the time constraints, assuming you want Nironda to, ah, ‘bear Palan’s child,’ we should put that plan in motion immediately.” 
 
    “I am unprepared to do so.  You have not yet told me your price for this.  You will want the vendetta ended, of course.  What of your other demands?” 
 
    He was at least entertaining the idea.  I liked that.  I dialed back my arrogance a few notches. 
 
    “First, manzhani, allow me to ask… Sarcana declared a vendetta between our Houses, but who suggested it?  Did the Temple suggest we fight?  Or did you decide?  Or did you approach the Temple with the idea and they endorsed it immediately?” 
 
    Naskarl’s lips twitched as he caught what he was about to say.  He looked indignant for an instant and it switched rapidly to contemplative.  He said nothing for over a minute, considering. 
 
    “What are you implying?” he asked, finally.  I liked his tone.  It wasn’t aggressive or sneering.  He was interested. 
 
    “I came out here with a bunch of warriors and started building a village.  We’ve collected a lot of people—people who didn’t care to live in Sarashda.  I’m building a House out here, and we don’t have a single priest.  We haven’t built a Temple.  The Temples don’t like change, do they?  They like everyone neatly categorized in the categories they decide.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “The Temple doesn’t have troops of its own, does it?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge.” 
 
    “Instead, it grants permission for conflicts between Houses, yes?” 
 
    “The gods make their will known to the priests,” he said, slowly.  “They inform everyone else.” 
 
    “What if the priests lie?  No, better question.  The priests tell you if a vendetta is acceptable.  For this, you make a financial sacrifice.  How many times has a vendetta been granted when a House is doing something the Temple might not like?  How often is it granted when the Temple would benefit from such a conflict?” 
 
    Naskarl said nothing, but made the finger-twirling gesture to continue. 
 
    “Renata was a pretext,” I told him.  “My guess is a priest or two encouraged you to send troops out into the middle of nowhere and blockade an upstart community not yet under the dominion of the Temples.  I’m not privy to what you said, what they said, but if we look back on it—if you look back on it—does it seem as though they might have suggested it was a good idea?” 
 
    Naskarl steepled his fingers and tapped his lips with the index fingers.  His eyes narrowed as he considered. 
 
    “How does this relate to what you want for the end of our vendetta?” 
 
    “We’ve damaged each other and caused no end of difficulty.  I propose we simply stop.  I don’t want to fight any more.  What I do want is your help, in a small way.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I want my vidat back.  She’s missing, and I suspect the Temple has hired wizards and warriors to take her.  As long as we’re fighting, I can’t devote proper effort to seeking her.  If we stop, I’d ask you to… not actually investigate, but perhaps ask around.  She’s being held somewhere my wizard can’t easily find her, so a general idea of where to look would be helpful.” 
 
    Naskarl nodded, still thinking. 
 
    “You offer me aid with Nironda’s child,” he stated, “in return for an end to the vendetta and information on your vidat’s whereabouts.  You think I have her?” 
 
    “I think someone does.  You know more people, have more contacts in Sarashda and in the Temple,” I pointed out.  “If it turns out you do have her, giving her back will be simple for you.  Plus, I’m also offering you your warriors back.  We captured several of them when we took the roadblock.” 
 
    “What of the ones you captured earlier?” 
 
    “I sent those back already.” 
 
    “The ones with the head?” 
 
    “The head?” 
 
    “The one you cut off and talked to.” 
 
    “Londrin and his guys,” I agreed. 
 
    “I don’t mean Londrin’s men.  The ones after them.” 
 
    “Ah.”  I lightly rubbed the electrical burn along the side of my face.  “The person or persons who took my vidat left behind a magical trap of lightning.  It killed most of my prisoners, nearly killed two of my guards, and didn’t do me any favors.” 
 
    “I see.”  He continued to think. 
 
    “I can have their bodies returned, if you like.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “I will need some time to consider these… developments.  I shall have to look into some matters before I give you answer.” 
 
    “I’ll have someone mind the mirror.” 
 
    “Very good.”  He moved away and someone cut the connection.  I leaned back and rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Yes, Renata?” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet.  We haven’t come to an agreement.  And if we do, I’m not sure I trust him to follow through on it.” 
 
    “What if he doesn’t?” 
 
    “Then he’s leaning far out over a deep, dark hole with nothing but pain at the bottom.” 
 
    I settled back in my chair and cocked my head left and right, trying to pop my neck.  All I wanted was a quiet place to do some interuniversal wormhole research and occasionally have lunch.  But I’m a snowball.  The longer I go on, the more I roll up more snow until the avalanche comes crashing down. 
 
    I’ve dealt with demigods, angels, and demons.  I know there’s a big-G God out there, though, because He or She or It definitely has it in for me.  I’ve got to be one of the favorite channels on the omniscient dial—the ultimate reality TV.  Why does God permit evil in the world?  Because it’s damn good television, that’s why. 
 
    You’re being self-absorbed and whiny, Boss. 
 
    Thanks.  Sometimes it’s therapeutic to wallow in self-pity. 
 
    Are you done? 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    I raised my head and opened my eyes.  Renata was looking at me with a curious expression.  Looking at her, I wondered again about the baby.  My pet light had a habit of swinging through people.  With her, it swung through and didn’t come out.  Since it didn’t seem to matter if I displayed powers in front of Renata, I muttered a moment and made a couple of gestures.  As usual, my diagnostic spells showed me the physical and spiritual gizzards of Renata and her baby.  Everything still looked perfectly normal.  Maybe I need to find another pregnant woman to compare and contrast.  I would, but I have other things that need doing, too. 
 
    “Have someone stick close to the mirror,” I sighed, finally, dismissing my examination spells.  “I’m going to search the cell that tried to fry me.” 
 
    “Yes, Mazhani.” 
 
      
 
    On my way, I started the spell reversal to eject the corpses from the wall.  It had to be done, but at least I wouldn’t be the one disposing of bodies, for once.  I did try to use the silver cloak, but I couldn’t figure out how to get it extract people from the rock.  Maybe there’s a secondary function I’m missing. 
 
    The cell was empty, as I expected, but I still approached it with all due caution.  There was a lightning trap on the door.  There might be others.  As it turned out, there were no additional spells lying in wait.  Neither were there any people, including a pretty assassin, Leisel, nor any signs of struggle.  There were also no signs of how someone might have entered or exited, and I did check the walls, floor, and ceiling for weak or brittle places. 
 
    This left me with no other conclusion.  It had to be magic. 
 
    Nailing down what kind of magic was more of a problem.  Any spell will leave behind minor traces, residual impressions based on the amount of power used.  If there was enough teleportation magic, for example, to move a wizard, Leisel, and the assassin, it should leave a fairly obvious fingerprint.  Unfortunately, not only were there ongoing keep-constructing spells and the scryshield, there was a massive power release when the lightning trap went off.  None of this did the residual traces any good. 
 
    Still, there were some  traces.  Did they turn to smoke and flow away?  No.  Did they go invisible and walk out?  No.  Was there a spatial distortion left behind?  Yes.  So, teleportation.  A gate?  A space-exchange?  An extra-dimensional transfer?  It was definitely some sort of space manipulation, but beyond that, I couldn’t tell.  It didn’t help it was probably done with “messy bits.”  If it had been a spell built using the modular construction methods I understood, I might have gotten more from it.  As it was… 
 
    I shut the door and went to check on my electrifried guardswomen.  They were doing much better and seemed out of danger.  I left them with the generic healing spells.  Another week of ravenous eating and bed rest should see them fully recovered. 
 
    Speaking of ravenous eating, it was time for lunch, and I was hungry.  Accelerated biological healing always eats up the calories. 
 
      
 
    Velina reported to me and Tessera accompanied her. 
 
    “How’d the blockade-breaking go?” 
 
    “We dispatched counter-scouts to eliminate theirs and infiltrated infantry through the woods.  Cavalry came straight down the road—” 
 
    “We have cavalry?” 
 
    “We had all our horses taken to Bridgefort and used them as cavalry.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Go on.” 
 
    “When the enemy prepared for a cavalry attack, the dispersed infantry shot a few times and charged, taking them in the flanks.  I don’t like your new weapons,” she added. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “They scare me.” 
 
    “They’re supposed to scare people.  Did they terrify the roadblock troops and encourage them to surrender?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Point made,” I observed.  She grunted. 
 
    “We captured all we could.  There are some who could use your attention, or your magic gloves.”  I thought I detected a trace of… sarcasm?  Irony?  Mockery?  I’m not sure what to call it.  Maybe Renata was right.  Maybe everybody knew I was a wizard and were going along with my attempts to have another explanation for magical shenanigans. 
 
    “Ah.  Yes.  Well, the magic gloves are an heirloom of my House and only work for someone of my bloodline.  Still, bring the wounded.  I’ll do what I can for them.” 
 
    From the glance between Tessera and Velina, I gathered they didn’t believe me about the gloves.  None of us said anything about it, though.  Some things you simply don’t talk about. 
 
    “If you say so, sir.  May I ask for word on Leisel?” Velina continued. 
 
    “I’m in negotiations with Naskarl of Sarcana about finding her.” 
 
    “Sarcana took her?” 
 
    “I doubt it, but if they did, we should have her back in a day or two.” 
 
    “And if they didn’t?” 
 
    “I’ll have to look at a group who doesn’t like the idea of people learning and practicing skills outside the strict rules of the caste they were born to.” 
 
    Velina looked troubled.  Tessera merely smiled. 
 
    “Where do you want the wounded?” Velina asked. 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “The survivors were moved to the old barracks.” 
 
    “Good choice.  I’ll be over there shortly.” 
 
    Velina grunted and affirmative and they departed.  I went up to my sand table and dialed for god.  His face formed in the cloud of particles and firmed up.  He smiled at me. 
 
    “Well, this is a pleasant surprise,” he noted. 
 
    “I take it you’re feeling better?” 
 
    “Much.  If everyone had an avatar like you, there would be more gods.” 
 
    “I am not greatly comforted by this.” 
 
    “They would also be less interested in humans.” 
 
    “That’s better.” 
 
    “No doubt.  What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I have questions.” 
 
    “Ask and ye shall receive celestial wisdom.” 
 
    “Can it.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Here’s where we are.”  I explained the situation, finishing with,  “So, Naskarl is thinking about ending the vendetta and possibly giving back Leisel.  The Temple isn’t in the picture, unless they stole her.  We’re still a bunch of heretics, but that’s a problem for later.” 
 
    “Got it.  On my end of things, I’m doing much better.  You hacked out a valley and got people to move to it.  By analogy, I have a fortified house and you built some hydroponics to feed me.  As long as they’re doing okay, I’m in no real danger on this celestial plane.” 
 
    “Glad to hear you’re doing well.  Any chance you can help me?” 
 
    “Maybe.  Thing is, without the deiphone, the only person I can really reach is you, because we resonate so closely.  With more power, I can send dreams to anyone you want, but sending dreams can backfire if they interpret them their own way.  I’m not up to a divine vision, yet.” 
 
    “Okay, so, you have to be subtle.” 
 
    “It’s an occupational hazard for a demigod.” 
 
    “Tell that to Hercules.” 
 
    “He was a physical being with a celestial parent.  He was deified later.  Doesn’t count.” 
 
    “If you say so.  Can you find Leisel?” 
 
    “Maybe.  Thing is, I never met her.  I still need a place to look.” 
 
    “But the scryshields won’t stop you looking?” 
 
    “Nope.  Different energy types.  It’s possible to block an energy-state being from an area, but you have to know how.” 
 
    “Gotcha.  We’ll discuss that at a later date.  For now, how often can you look?  I mean, I presume it takes effort.” 
 
    “It does take effort.  If you want just a quick check to see if she’s present, I can do that.  I’ll need someplace specific you want me to look.  Checking a whole world is prohibitively expensive for me right now.” 
 
    “What about less precise things?  Can you tell me anything more about the Temple and their not-quite-there gods?” 
 
    “That’s trickier.  I’m reaching out to the nascent gods of this world, talking to their nebulous forms.  Now I’m big enough to not be obvious prey.  They’re not coherent, but they are powerful enough to be dangerous.  Up here, it’s as easy as you talking to someone’s dog, and about as enlightening.  Or, no, that’s not fair.  It’s more like talking to someone suffering from senility.  They have thoughts, but they’re random things, usually influenced by whatever the dominant prayers are at the moment.  Conversations are generally incoherent, at best.” 
 
    “Have you at least nailed down which would-be deity is the one sucking up power from my stolen dynamos?” 
 
    “I’d do a process of elimination, but I still haven’t identified which ones up here are which.  They simply haven’t coalesced adequately.”  He looked troubled.  “I get the impression—and it’s only an impression; this is a little outside my normal experience—these proto-gods are suffering from the same thing you almost did.  They’re human.  Well, used to be human.  I think their worshippers are shoving them up into the celestial plane and forcing them to adapt.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that drive people crazy?” 
 
    “Generally, yes, or so I’m told.  These guys are undergoing a long-term metamorphosis, though, not a sudden launch into the heavens.  Maybe it’s more like a caterpillar turning into a butterfly.  There’s a continuity of existence, sure, but I’m not sure how much of the original ancestor remains after the apotheosis.” 
 
    “And the other one?  The one who seems to have a plan?” 
 
    “Whoever it is, isn’t up here, yet.  That one seems to be preparing to make a leap, rather than slowly change.  This is a guess, you understand, but it’s a good one for the data I have.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Can you look down here and see who it is?” 
 
    “Maybe.  I can check a Temple and see what sort of resonance channels exist with their representations, but it won’t be easy.  I might manage a process of elimination that way.” 
 
    “Can you tell me if the power-drinking one is communicating with the Temple, yet?  That’s the big thing.  If this one is actively running the priests as his personal religious institution, he may be angling to be the god-king of the Tassarian Empire and of Tauta.” 
 
    “Sorry.  Whoever he is, he’s not manifesting up here.  Somehow, he’s building up his force down there before ascending to the energy planes.  I might be able to get a line on him by looking at his statue and tracking the energy flow, but I can’t manifest down there strongly enough to observe so closely.” 
 
    “Hang on,” I told him.  “If you had eyes in the Temple, you could look through them?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.  Of course.  But you’re the only person down there who believes in me.  Although,” he said, thoughtfully, “there are a number of people who seem to be exceptionally reverent of you.  You may be in danger of becoming a revered ancestor.” 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    “It’s a curse, I know.  It’d be good for me, though.” 
 
    “Back to spying on the Temple.  If you had eyes in the Temple, moving from idol to idol, you could examine each of them?” 
 
    “Probably.  It wouldn’t take nearly as much effort.  And I see where you’re going with this.  Are you seriously considering being a divine spy?” 
 
    “A vampire spy for his personal demigod inside an enemy church?  Why not?  What could possibly go wrong?” 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder which one of us is crazy,” he admitted. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Point taken.” 
 
    “I’ve got Naskarl thinking about peace.  This pleases me.  Once I recover from being lightning-struck, I’ll do some more in-depth testing of the local scryshields—” 
 
    “Hold it.  Back up.  Lightning-struck?” 
 
    “You didn’t notice the burn?” 
 
    “I saw it, but I didn’t realize it was from lightning!  What happened?” 
 
    So I explained about that, too.  He nodded. 
 
    “Okay.  Be more careful.” 
 
    “I’m going into a Temple of proto-demigods and you want me to be careful?” 
 
    “Can you think of a better time?” 
 
    “I’m not sure how to answer that, so I’m going to ignore it.” 
 
    “Fair.  Call me before you go in.  I need to get ready for this,” he told me. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Lehitra’ot.” 
 
    “Showoff.” 
 
      
 
    They hauled the wounded in on wagons and carts.  I mentioned to Velina the idea of hospital wagons for removing wounded from future battlefields.  Some wounded don’t mind being rattled around on unsprung axles, but others need a smoother ride if they’re going to live.  Springs, yes, but maybe some sort of hammock arrangement, or a hanging cot of some sort. 
 
    I did the basic healing work, welding flesh together and telling bodies where to focus their efforts.  I used the glowing gloves, just because some people might not already think I was multiclassed.  I finished with our people, buddying the worst-injured with a healing partner to share energy, and moved on to the enemy wounded.  There were a lot more of them, mostly with penetrating wounds, complete with crossbow bolt.  Getting those out was trickier, but anyone who survived getting hauled to the barracks also survived treatment.  I didn’t bother to buddy them up since my main concern was their survival, not the rapidity or completeness of their recovery. 
 
    The afternoon moved toward early evening before I accepted audience with the high-ranking prisoners—a trio of captured First.  I had the vague impression capturing First wasn’t unusual, as such, but it was embarrassing for them.  I settled on the Lego Throne while a dozen guards went to fetch them.  The First were disarmed and without helmets, but they were allowed the rest of their armor.  They marched in, heads high, gauzy cloaks rippling in House Sarcana’s colors, and I recognized one. 
 
    “Hello, Osric.” 
 
    He nodded in reply. 
 
    “Well,” I continued, “you gentlemen seem to find yourselves in an awkward position.” 
 
    “Under the Imperial Rules of Vendetta, we claim the right of ransom and exchange,” said another. 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “I am Relar, House of Ak’anthai, brother to Tobar, in service to the House Sarcana.”  I saw the resemblance.  He was taller and younger than Tobar, with the same chin and brow.  He wore a short beard, solid black with no trace of grey. 
 
    “Interesting.  I killed your brother, you know.” 
 
    “Hence my service to Sarcana,” he acknowledged, jaw muscles jumping. 
 
    “You are in command?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And your second in command?” 
 
    “I am,” said the other one.  “Sorval, House Lyskari.” 
 
    “Which leaves us Osric, in a distant third place.  How did you manage to get captured, poor Osric?  Did someone knock you down and drag you?” 
 
    Osric made no answer, but he also didn’t meet my eyes. 
 
    “I’m surprised to see you,” I admitted.  “I held your life in my hands once before and gave it back to you.” 
 
    “You bastard!” he blurted out, eyes rising to stab at me, before he clamped his jaw shut. 
 
    You humiliated him, Boss. 
 
    You think? 
 
    Just keeping you apprised. 
 
    “Well, I’ve shown you mercy once,” I observed.  “You chose to engage me again by taking service on the opposing side of a vendetta.  Kneel.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I can’t have it said I’ll permit someone to challenge me indefinitely.  You had one chance and lost your life then.  I gave it back.  This time, I’m keeping it.” 
 
    “You can’t do this!” 
 
    “Stand aside,” I said, shooting a glare at the other two.  They moved, both puzzled and horrified.  Osric turned toward the door and half the guards fell on him like armored bricks.  They dragged him forward, still struggling, scraping and clanking, to kneel before the throne with his arms twisted behind him, forcing him to lean far forward. 
 
    “You can’t do this!” he screamed. 
 
    “I think you’re confusing ‘can’t’ and ‘shouldn’t.’  It’s a common error.”  I stood, advanced, laid Firebrand’s point on his shoulder.  “Tell me, what’s stopping me?  Armor?  A magical gorget?  A potion to make your skin like iron?  Hmm?” 
 
    Osric made no reply, but stared at the colorful waves in Firebrand’s blade.  It had little licks of flame running along the wavy lines in the metal, like sparks dancing in the air above a campfire. 
 
    “Tell me,” I insisted.  “Tell me why I can’t.” 
 
    It took him a minute.  I waited. 
 
    “You mustn’t,” he whispered. 
 
    “Why must I not?  Do you deny you lost your life to me once?  Do you deny I already showed you mercy—more than you deserved—and gave it back to you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Louder, please.  Do you deny these things?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And your friends, there, Relar and Sorval.  I hold their lives in my hands.  If I let them go, will they challenge me again?  If I let you live, I’m sure they will.  They will not understand my mercy is limited.  They will think they can move against me with no greater risk than some ransom and maybe some inconvenience.  But when I leave your body on the floor in a spreading pool of your own blood and fear, they will understand I do not tolerate anyone stupid enough to challenge me twice.”  I shot a glance at the two in question.  “Won’t they?” 
 
    They nodded, horrified.  This sort of thing was simply not comme il faut. 
 
    “I’m not entirely unreasonable,” I added.  “Would you rather be beheaded, your throat cut, a thrust through the heart, or should I boil you alive?  I suppose we can put a rope around your neck and hang you, if you prefer.  Do you have a preferred method for your execution?” 
 
    “Combat,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, no.  No, no, no.  You surrendered that right.  You already engaged me in combat and lost.  You will not have a warrior’s death, now.  You will die in any other way, but not that.  I will burn your body and scatter your ashes.” 
 
    “Thank you for that much, at least.” 
 
    Dang.  I didn’t realize he favored cremation.  Oh, well.  Minor mercies. 
 
    “So, what’ll it be?” I asked.  He remained silent.  “No opinion?” I pressed.  He couldn’t bring himself to answer.  I suppose it’s a hard question.  He swallowed, tried to speak, failed.  I nodded and stepped to one side while the ladies holding his arms twisted a little harder, forcing him to lean farther forward.  Firebrand came up, went down, and we needed a tisket, a tasket, and a basket. 
 
    Firebrand sizzled for a moment and the smell of burned blood was strong.  The guards let him go and he fell with a dull clank, neck still pumping blood in a pool around him. 
 
    “As for you two,” I said, turning to Relar and Sorval.  “Have you been defeated?  Do I hold your lives in my hand?” 
 
    They nodded, but didn’t speak. 
 
    “Do I have to explain what this means?” 
 
    They shook their heads.  Relar was more angry than frightened, but there was a lot of room for both.  Sorval was the opposite and possibly the smarter of the two.  Both knew better than to comment.  Never antagonize your captor after he executes your fellow prisoner.  It’s one of those rules people shouldn’t need to be taught. 
 
    “Start walking.  You can keep your armor as a courtesy to your rank, but the rest is ours.  If you’re still in my valley after sunset, you’re invaders and will be,” I glanced at Osric’s surprised-looking head, “dealt with accordingly.  Don’t come back without sending a messenger to announce you.”  I nodded to Velina and she signaled guards.  They trooped out, leaving me with a mess on the floor. 
 
      
 
    After I stripped Osric’s remains and dragged them out for Firebrand to oxidize, I handed in his loot at the treasury.  He had a couple of minor magical items—a handkerchief that perpetually cleaned itself, a toothpick that functioned as a magical toothbrush, a pouch that screamed when I removed it from his belt, those sorts of things.  Someone would find a use for them.  No doubt someone would find a use for his mace, shield, and armor, too. 
 
    I had dinner.  We had a special treat.  In addition to the MREs and the captured supplies at the blockade, a hunting party brought back a bear.  There’s good eating on a bear.  It was only slightly marred for me by the thought it might be the bear I warned away from us, but I couldn’t tell for sure. 
 
    After dinner, I supervised the removal and disposal of the dead prisoners.  We found a sizable tree stump, stacked them on and around it, and Firebrand took care of everything. 
 
      
 
    Sunset came and went.  The itching, tingling sensation was especially pronounced alongside my face as damaged tissue restored itself.  I cleaned up and settled in to wait.  Tomorrow, I would scout out a Temple.  I might even hear from Naskarl.  Who knows?  I might even have Leisel back by tomorrow. 
 
    I don’t like waiting.  I can do it, but sometimes it’s a strain. 
 
    I stepped inside my mental study and went over my plans for the keep.  The central tower was already rather fat, all things considered.  Budding off some extra towers might be in order.  They would be buttresses, to start with, but as they extended outward, leaving walls behind, they would thicken and develop interior spaces.  Of course, the four outbuildings would also need to move, gradually, to keep them outside what would eventually grow into a castle.  Or, maybe they should be incorporated into the castle structure, becoming interior spaces between the buttresses and eventually interior chambers… 
 
    Humming to myself, I drew up plans for the next stage of the tower’s growth.  It would be the central structure inside a seven-towered heptagon.  There would be doors at ground level, obviously, but bridges at the third-floor level, as well, both between them and connecting to the central tower.  Did I want a wall at ground level?  Yes, I decided.  A castle has an outer wall, then an inner keep.  I sketched what I wanted as a final result—at least, for now—and went back to include some intermediate steps on the way. 
 
    Outside my headspace, I sat down, accessed the stone-shaping spells on the keep, and entered the new program. 
 
    Most of it happened in my headspace, so I didn’t manage to kill too much time.  It wasn’t even midnight. 
 
    I tried to goof off for a while, but I don’t have anything to goof off with.  No library.  No television.  If I’m not reading or watching a show, what is there to do? 
 
    This is why I miss Mary.  Well, one reason. 
 
    I scrolled over the Empire with my sand table.  A number of people in Sarashda recognize me, but there are a dozen or more major cities with large temples.  I could go to one of those, instead, pretending to be a pilgrim.  It might be safer.  Yes.  The farther away, the better.  How far north does the Empire go? 
 
    So I sorted out where I wanted to step through a gate, scouted out the Temple in question, and laid down some spell-work in preparation for my spying mission.  Interestingly, the Temple in the farthest north was warded from casual scrying.  I couldn’t look into it directly.  A quick check of the other Temples revealed the same situation.  I parked a scrying sensor across the street and looked in the door, but a sensor either bounced or disintegrated when trying to get inside.  It was clearly a magical effect, not a celestial one, and it made me wonder.  How much does each Temple pay their local wizards?  How close is the relationship?  Is it purely financial, or do the wizards enjoy not being persecuted as unclean wielders of powers Man Was Not Meant To Know? 
 
    I’d ask the local gods, but I’ll have to settle for some priests.  Eventually. 
 
    I made sure I had sufficient charge for my transportation in the morning and spent the rest of it snatching food—usually a whole side of beef at a time.  The MREs aren’t going to last forever, after all.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 29th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    The sand table rippled upward into a familiar face. 
 
    “How goes it?” I asked.  My altar ego sighed. 
 
    “It’s not easy, but I think I’m getting there.” 
 
    “Prepped and ready for our excursion into the Temple?” 
 
    “I think so.  This is going to eat into my energy budget, but I’m pretty sure we can pull it off.” 
 
    “I’ve still got your quantum computer crystal,” I pointed out.  “Should I bring it?” 
 
    “Probably.  Try looking through it at each of the idols.” 
 
    “Will it help?” 
 
    “It won’t hurt.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    I prepared for my trip by shrinking my cloak down to a vest, borrowing some more middle-to-lower-class garments, and having an argument with Firebrand.  Bronze agreed completely about not going.  She’s unique and causes comment.  Firebrand argued about where it was going to stay. 
 
    Look, Boss.  I don’t mind you going off to get killed in some religious revelation, but where does it leave me? 
 
    “You can hang around with Velina.  She’s in charge while I’m out.” 
 
    That’s not good enough. 
 
    “Okay, how about Tessera?  Velina can use my Saber of Sharpness.” 
 
    Tessera is pretty bloodthirsty, Firebrand mused.  She’s not in your weight class, but she’s dangerous.  I guess I can live with her. 
 
    “So, it’s settled?” 
 
    I’d feel better going along. 
 
    “How?  I don’t dare go in at night.  I might burst into flame.” 
 
    Aren’t you one of the local gods, now that your altar ego is roaming around their energy plane? 
 
    “That’s a complicated theological question and I don’t want to test it.” 
 
    You mean you’re scared. 
 
    “Duh.  You think?” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    “If I go in during the day, I won’t burn, but I don’t dare go in as myself.  Word may have gone out and I might be… I don’t know.  ‘Arrested’ seems like the wrong word.  Maybe I’ll be accosted or assaulted.  I’d do the cloak trick to conceal you, but it barely changes shape during the day.” 
 
    I don’t like it. 
 
    “Neither do I, which is why I had Velina get a dozen of her most brutal badasses lined up in the barn with Bronze.  If anything goes wrong, we should still be able to communicate through the dedicated links between pocket mirrors.  If I scream for help, I expect there to be a lot of burning and bloodshed.” 
 
    Hmm.  I’m not sure if I hope you need help or not. 
 
    “I understand.  It’s complicated.” 
 
    And, come to think of it, I would be delighted to have Velina carry me around.  At least, for a while. 
 
    I handed off both swords and activated the portal.  I emerged in Caracola, a medium-sized metropolitan center for the Empire, about as far north as one could get before hitting mountains again.  The gate opened in a freight doorway behind a warehouse.  I walked out of the alley and along the waterfront for a while.  It was materially cooler at this latitude.  Architecturally, it looked the same as Sarashda, but the wind from the harbor district gave it a completely different smell.  The ships at anchor were, at first glance, similar to the ones in Sarashda, but there were differences.  Many of them were flat-bottomed boats designed for shallower drafts than the others.  Nevertheless, as I walked through the city they were putting out to sea or returning.  Was there a reef or something they had to pass over? 
 
    The people were interesting.  They were still predominantly dark-haired and dark-eyed, but their skin tone was lighter.  Not pale, not white, but lighter.  Did they live in the north because they disliked the heat and light, or were they adapting to their conditions?  I didn’t see anyone even close to my own milk-on-paper skin tone, but I suppose a reputation for paleness might be the only thing any southerner might know.  If they’ve never seen a northerner, my own coloration might lead them to assume I was one.  If I’d arrived in a northern city without an updated disguise, what would they have made of my color, I wonder? 
 
    Eventually, I turned left, headed for the more upscale section of the city and the Temple therein.  Nobody gave me a second look, for which I was partially grateful.  Nobody cared if I was run over, either, and the horse-drawn traffic was about as considerate to pedestrians as a cab driver on meth.  About as dangerous, too.  At least the streets were cobbled or laid with paving-stones, depending on the district.  I wondered about their sanitation and decided not to ask questions.  I doubted I wanted to know the answers. 
 
    The Temple was typical:  Big, domed, circular, with larger-than-life statues of eleven gods placed in niches, facing inward.  Four tall, slim pillars supported the crown of the dome, spaced around where an oculus would usually be. 
 
    Why four pillars instead of three?  Three would be in keeping with their peculiar numerology.  Maybe they were architectural instead of symbolic.  They marked the corners of a four-step raised area, a square piece of floor where priests clustered when not ministering to the faithful.  The faithful followed the mosaic line on the floor, doing laps around the Temple and paying homage to each of the gods in turn before either leaving or consulting a priest. 
 
    I followed the line, keeping a slow, dignified pace, and paused at each statue.  I kept the crystal in my fist and looked through it as though pretending my hand was a telescope.  I saw no reason to advertise I was carrying fifty or sixty carats of what the locals would probably think was diamond.  I saw no signs of divine manifestations, either, but the point was to let someone else look through my eyes.  I didn’t have to see what he saw. 
 
    “What’ve you got?” I muttered.  There was no answer, but he mention earlier how even looking would strain his budget.  I finished my laps around the Temple and headed out the door.  No one interfered.  Why should they?  No one knew my face.  There were no gods to point at me and shout.  I wore enough concealment magic to be nigh-invulnerable to magical detection and location.  I was probably safer walking through the Temple than in my own home.  No one was looking for me in the Temple! 
 
    A man’s home is his castle, but castles come under siege.  Sometimes, I miss living in an RV and traveling constantly.  The rest of the time, I come to my senses.  I admit, I do need to consider toning down my community involvement.  Building a new village to satisfy my requirement for people isn’t what I intended.  Next time I need a lair, I should probably find someplace already established, move in, learn my way around the culture, and move somewhere else where they won’t hold my learning errors against me. 
 
    I summoned my gate, stepped through, and dismissed my rescue squad. 
 
      
 
    I spent the rest of the day stacking stones.  The keep could draw stone from the bedrock under the valley, but moving rocks into place by hand speeded the process enormously.  It gave the place an unfinished, somewhat chaotic look to have partial walls where actual walls would soon be, but it was that much less for the keep to grow into. 
 
    I also sent people off to make arrangements for more supplies.  With the roadblock gone, we could have commerce with the Empire again.  Spogeyzer was entirely willing to part with its spare food—they had quite a surplus after the merchants were turned away.  They bought much of it at a discount and sold it to us with a reasonable markup.  I didn’t mind handing out stolen Sarcana money.  War is profitable to someone, somewhere.  It always is.  Thirty-fourth Rule of Acquisition, if I remember. 
 
    Naskarl and I spoke in the afternoon.  He was certain we could work something out for the vendetta.  Since the only thing I wanted from him was information on Leisel, he was willing to look into the matter. 
 
    “Understand,” he cautioned, “I am still discussing some matters with Seronian, Priest of the Sight.  He is telling me you are dangerous.” 
 
    “He may be right,” I admitted.  “I’m not sure how he means it, but you have ample evidence I’m not to be trifled with.” 
 
    “Mmm.  I will admit you are more troublesome than I had supposed.” 
 
    “Is he the one who encouraged you to declare vendetta?” 
 
    “He is the leader of the Temple here in Sarashda.  As manzhani of my House, I have spoken with him often.” 
 
    “Is he aware of your… ah, the nature of the succession within your House?” 
 
    “He is not privy to the details.” 
 
    “Which brings me to one of our details.  Have you decided what to do about the succession?” 
 
    “I am torn.  While I want my sister to gnash her teeth and wail at the loss of her opportunity, I see difficulties in making it so.  Even with your help, the risks of such a course may outweigh the pleasure of her discomfiture.  I will settle for her sudden demise.” 
 
    “I see.  You’re certain?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “As the manzhani of your House—no, let me start again.  I am uncertain of the exact nuances of customs within your House.  Some Houses have more strict rules than others, you know.  Within your House, is it always permitted for someone such as your sister to choose her own husband, or does the manzhani have the right to arrange a marriage for her?” 
 
    “Interesting idea,” Naskarl said, stroking his beard in a villainous fashion.  “I am concerned about her marrying what would be the manzhani of another House, of course.  Their heir would be perfectly placed to inherit both our Houses and so join them.” 
 
    “But to marry such a one, she would have to leave wherever she is and travel on the road for days,” I pointed out.  “Such a journey is often fraught with peril.” 
 
    “I see.  Yes, it would be lamentable if her journey proved too hazardous.  The potential loss to both Houses would be considerable.” 
 
    “Shall I take that as an assent to the marriage of our Houses?” 
 
    “I should like to do so, but coming as it does so soon on the heels of a vendetta, if anything were to happen to my dear sister, I would be obligated to investigate.” 
 
    “It would look bad.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right.  Where is she staying now?” 
 
    “Her current residence is in our estate amid the wheat fields, north of Sarashda.” 
 
    “Do you have a picture of her?  I’d like to know what I might be marrying.” 
 
    “A portrait, yes.  You are welcome to view it, if you wish.” 
 
    “Maybe you can bring it to the communication room sometime.  Are you sure you want to go this route?  I understand Nironda may have some difficulties as galvanais.” 
 
    “If my sister cannot command the title of the House from me, Nironda will serve in another wifely role.” 
 
    “Ah.  Sensible.  All right.  Get me a look at her portrait when you can.  And a map to the estate would be nice, too.” 
 
    “I shall make arrangements.” 
 
    “As will I.  But, back to this priest.  What was his name?” 
 
    “Seronian.  He foresees a great conflict between your House and the ways of the Empire.  He calls you a poisonous vine, bearing bitter fruit, to be torn up, roots and all.” 
 
    “Interesting.  Let me ask you frankly:  Does the Temple have assassins?” 
 
    “What?” he asked, startled. 
 
    “Beautiful women in purple who will knife you in the dark.” 
 
    “I… The Temple has… there are… hmm.”  He thought for a moment.  “The wearers of the purple are priests of the passions, consulted in such matters.  A woman may be a priest of the purple, I suppose, presumably elevated from a less spiritual profession.  I do not really know.  The caste of the priesthood is often not where one was born.  It demands there be no family, so it is unusual… hmm.”  He shook his head.  “I do not know.  I can see how a woman of passions might also be deadly, but an assassin for the Temple?  I have never heard of such a thing.” 
 
    “The Temple tends to hire anyone it needs, is that it?” 
 
    “Where they do not manipulate others, it has been my experience and understanding, yes.  Why?” 
 
    “I’m thinking they sent an assassin after me.  When I captured her, I sent Leisel to interrogate her.  I’m thinking they settled for Leisel since I wasn’t there.” 
 
    “It raises some interesting questions about the powers of the Temple, or about the strength of their hired wizards.” 
 
    “I was thinking that, too.  All right.  Call me again when you have a map and a portrait, please.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    The image faded.  I called for help and sent the help off to stack rocks.  I, on the other hand, did what I should have done earlier.  I took a look at the scryshield, set it to a fixed size, and added another power subroutine.  Now it would monitor for spatial distortions without stopping them.  It would set off an alarm, however, so someone sneaking in via teleportation or phasing or something similar would have a hard time. 
 
    I did remember to leave coded channels for my gate work, though.  If I didn’t, we’d have alarms going off all the time. 
 
      
 
    Early in the evening, I spent some time with my Ring of Spying and my collection of power crystals, looking for Leisel.  I learned a few things. 
 
    First, wherever she was, she was definitely shielded by a radiant version of a scryshield.  Rather than a bubble-like barrier, the better grade of scryshield around these parts radiated from a central point, creating a solid sphere.  My micro-gate did not latch on to her. 
 
    Second, pumping more power into a gate does not make it more likely to penetrate a shield.  In using location spells, it is possible to drill through a barrier and overcome it.  Sending out an immaterial wormhole so it will make contact with only the intended target doesn’t make it hit the barrier any harder.  It only goes farther afield in searching. 
 
    Third, the scrying-distortion effect of a gate is a serious pain.  My workaround for using a gate to view other universes is to park the sensor right on top of the opening and look around there.  I can see clearly, as though I were standing at that point, but I can’t move my point of view without incurring rapid degradation of the image.  Parking a gate opening near a scrying barrier does work, so directing energies through it to attack the barrier should, in theory, also work.  The problem is putting the gate close enough.  Directing spells through the gate requires not only the power to hold the gate, but the spells are subject to the same distorting effects a scrying spell encounters. 
 
    Within its limits, a scrying spell and gate combination is still useful. 
 
    The Temple is a circular structure, for the most part.  It has several surrounding buildings for less-holy purposes.  Presumably, there’s a kitchen and quarters, if nothing else.  I’d guess there are meeting halls and conference chambers, study rooms, a library, and all the things you need for the care and feeding of priests and the raising of little priests.  The barrier, on the other hand, is an invisible line around it all, reminding me uncomfortably of the invisible line around the Vatican. 
 
    Parking a gate near this barrier isn’t too hard, but it must, by default, be a brute-force gate.  Those aren’t as stable as a two-gate system.  They also require more power to keep open, and if I’m going to be directing magical energy down a magical gateway, it’ll take even more power to shield it from the forces involved.  So, in theory, I can park a gate right next to the barrier and pummel it until it cracks. 
 
    Another idea is to open a somewhat larger gate, simply look through, and analyze the nature of the barrier.  I suspect it will be another enchanted object—or several of them—generating scryshields.  If it was a spell, taking it down wouldn’t be too difficult.  Obvious to anyone with any magical sensitivity, but not difficult.  An enchanted object, though, will require either a ridiculous amount of power to break or a covert mission into the center of the effect to physically assault the shield generator. 
 
    Where’s a thermal exhaust port when you need one? 
 
    The most annoying thing of all is the knowledge there are lots of these damned shielding things just in Sarashda.  Taking down the one (or ones) protecting the Temple grounds from casual observation is no guarantee.  Leisel could be inside any of the shielded areas.  Of course, I’m assuming she’s somewhere inside the Temple and alive.  If she’s dead and thoroughly disassembled, I can’t find her with this method, anyway.  But I do assume she’s alive.  It’s safer for everyone.  And I do assume she’s in the Temple, because Naskarl seems genuinely interested in a less-expensive end to the vendetta.  Therefore, the Temple.  I could easily be wrong, but it’s the first place to look. 
 
    With the sun down and my magical probes complete, I did a micro-gate scrying check on my various dynamo bases.  Mostly, I wanted to make sure they were still whirring along and were in no danger of suffering from local interference.  Another reason was to joggle the variable time rates involved.  If even one of them hit a high-speed stretch, several months of output would make up for all the rest even if they all dropped to near zero. 
 
    I fired up my sand table and called god.  I answered promptly. 
 
    “You rang?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.  How are things up there?” 
 
    “Better.  I’ve made some semi-permanent improvements, so things are easier, now.  Think of it as building a cabin.  It’s shelter and armor, and a place to keep things I don’t want to lose.” 
 
    “How can you have anything?  Your plane of existence is energy, not matter.” 
 
    “It’s an analogy.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I’m not interested.” 
 
    “And that doesn’t mean I can actually explain,” he pointed out.  “Remember, the last time you were here—sort of here—you didn’t adapt to see what was going on.  You saw it in terms your mind could grasp.” 
 
    “It’s not fair.” 
 
    “And you expect me to change that?” 
 
    “No, I’m just complaining.  Your problem is you have to listen.” 
 
    “It’s not fair.” 
 
    “As long as we’re both suffering,” I agreed.  “So, how did the Temple spying go?  I know you couldn’t spare the juice to respond, but did you get a good look?” 
 
    “I did!  I’m pleased to report there are ten gods in the Temple, each with a thin cloud of energy slowly accumulating around the idols and gradually leaching into the inchoate, quasi-forms of their energy-state selves.” 
 
    “Ten gods.  Eleven statues.” 
 
    “Yep!  The eleventh statue… well, the owner appears to be deliberately, consciously drawing in the energy provided by the worshippers.” 
 
    “Which statue is it?” 
 
    “Rahýfel, the ancestor revered as the First Wizard and now the God of Wizards.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean ‘God of Magic’?” 
 
    “He’s not that broad-based.  The culture reveres each of their gods as gods of a specific caste, not as gods of primal forces.” 
 
    “Is there a god of priests?” I asked. 
 
    “Not that I know of.  Wouldn’t that be something?  I suspect it wouldn’t work too well.  Recursion never does.” 
 
    “So, this—Rayfel?” 
 
    “Rah-high-fell,” he repeated, carefully.  “Accent on the second syllable.” 
 
    “Rahýfel.  Got it.” 
 
    Me, too, Firebrand added. 
 
    Oh, just rub it in. 
 
    Someone has to be good with names, Boss. 
 
    I can write them down in my mental study and remember them forever! 
 
    But you don’t. 
 
    I didn’t have a good answer to that, so I didn’t bother. 
 
    “So, this Rahýfel,” I said, instead.  “Any idea where he is?” 
 
    “He’s not on the energy plane, which confuses me.  If he’s not up here, he shouldn’t be able to draw on the energies of faith.  And dead people aren’t known for their capacity to ascend.  Any chance he’s extended his life a la some age-sharing spells or through some sort of undead effect?” 
 
    “I suspect I know what’s going on,” I told him. 
 
    “Oh?  Do tell!” 
 
    So I explained what I knew about wizards “chaining” their spirits from body to body, down through the generations. 
 
    “It’s not immortality, as I understand it.  The one guy I spoke to implied it’s more a transfer of knowledge and experience than an actual merging of souls.  The previous wizards don’t have much say over the present wizard’s actions.” 
 
    “Doesn’t strike me as a good way to advance the craft,” he noted.  “Dropping knowledge into someone doesn’t make them want to work to get more.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it does preserve everything already learned.  It’s more a not-losing mindset than a get-something mindset.” 
 
    “You say a lot of wizards do this?” 
 
    “I got that impression, yes.  I don’t think all of them do.  I’m not sure how readily they share spells.” 
 
    “I’m wondering if they’re all using the same spell,” he mused. 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Remember in Rethven, there were multiple ways to share age?  One spell type linked old magicians to young targets and somehow shoved the excess age into them?  Then there was the proactive version, causing one subject to age more slowly by sharing the aging process with other animals, making them age more quickly.  A third type was a variant on the second, but the targets could be plants, as well as animals.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “Well,” he continued, thoughtfully, “the only type of spell you’ve heard of is the knowledge and experience stuffer.  Guy dies, all he knows is stuffed into the memory banks of the new guy.  From my perspective, this won’t account for the energy effects we’re seeing.  However, if there’s a variation on the spell—maybe a more complex version of the Soul Download spell, while everyone else is using Soul Download Lite—it’s possible this Rahýfel transferred his whole being, not just his knowledge, into his most adept apprentice.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “My suspicion is the two of them merged, becoming a powerful soul in a mortal shell.  As they continued, they may have added more.  Maybe a lot more.  I don’t know how many generations the Empire has been here, or how many generations it took to establish it.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be limited to generations,” I pointed out.  “If the composite entity knows it will survive the transfer, it could choose to terminate any given body in order to transfer and absorb another wizard, occupying the new body and integrating one more wizard’s soul into the composite.” 
 
    “Good point.  I feel better about the timeline, now.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Once a generation seems like it would take a long time to develop a sufficiently-powerful spirit entity capable of perceiving, let alone functioning on this level.  Now we don’t have that limit.” 
 
    “So, you think some ancient wizard started consuming souls and is on the border of becoming one of the local gods?” 
 
    “It matches the observed facts.” 
 
    “Quick question.  Why aren’t I bordering on divine ascension, then?” 
 
    “Technically?” 
 
    “Oh, here we go,” I groaned. 
 
    “Technically, you are—from a power standpoint.  Your soul, for lack of a better term, is strong enough to exist as an independent entity.  Trouble is, your body is infested with chaos energy.  The power of the void is bonded to you, merged with you.  There’s a balance of forces involved.  Your soul is forcing the chaos to adhere to orderly rules.  The chaos is keeping your soul from achieving sufficient solidity and coherence to exist as an independent entity—ascend, if you will.  If we could remove or suppress the chaos infestation for long enough, you could become a purely spiritual entity.  Thing is, there’s no way I can see to separate it from your flesh without reducing your flesh to… well, I’m not sure what would be left.” 
 
    “Sounds messy.” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it,” he allowed.  “The thing is, we energy-state beings are, in your terms, pure energy.  We don’t have the comfortable housing of matter to keep our patterns in order.  We have to be highly-structured, ordered patterns.  Some of us are more ‘organic’ than ‘mechanistic,’ hence the difference between me and an angel, but, while we have different patterns, we both have distinct, definite structures to our being.  The chaos in your flesh keeps you from reaching a level of spiritual self-organization necessary to become an energy-state being.” 
 
    “So, as long as I’m a vampire, I’m never going to evolve?” 
 
    “Never ascend, anyway.  You’re in a dynamic balance between order and chaos.  I suspect regular infusions of blood and souls tend to re-impose order-based strictures on the chaos of the void, keeping you from some horrible fate.  I wouldn’t be surprised to find going hungry on a regular basis caused more… shall we call them mutations?… like your ears, skin, eyes, and tongue.” 
 
    “Have I ever mentioned how talking with you is a mixed blessing?” 
 
    “You learn a lot, but you also hate knowing some of it?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve made mention of it.” 
 
    “Good.  Enough about me and my problems.  Well, enough about me.  Back to my problems.  We think there’s a wizard who’s been assimilating souls like some sort of spiritual Borg Collective in order to achieve either power, immortality, or divinity.  Does that sum it up?” 
 
    “It matches the facts we have and as we know them.” 
 
    “Since he’s the most advanced of the local gods, is he in charge of the pantheon?” 
 
    “By default, yes, but they’re not well-formed enough to be organized at all.” 
 
    “Then, is he in charge of the Temple?” 
 
    “He’s not up here, so I doubt it.  It’s possible he’s a motivating force behind the Temples as a whole, but it would have to be down there.  If he’s playing god through the priests, he’s doing it intermittently, possibly with magic instead of divine powers.” 
 
    “Could he be the high priest, or Patriarch, or prophates, or Pope, or whatever they call the local head honcho?” 
 
    “I suppose, but I’m not sure how the body-transfer thing would work in such a situation.” 
 
    “Logistically difficult,” I agreed.  “It would be awkward to have the head of the church replaced every year.  Then again, it could be interpreted as a divine miracle, if they play it right.” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    “Maybe I should just talk to him and find out.  Where is he?” 
 
    “Good question.  I can try to trace the power flow down there, but it’s harder to look there then it is to look here.” 
 
    “Do what you can and get back to me.” 
 
    “Any chance I can get another couple of dynamo farms?” 
 
    “Yes, but not right now.” 
 
    “Aww.” 
 
    “Look, Leisel is still missing, possibly dead, possibly being tortured.  There’s a Temple that doesn’t like me and might be willing to declare a holy war against my valley of people.  And I’m expecting a call from the manzhani of a great House which was, recently, the cat’s-paw of the Temple.  Maybe worst of all, I’m short-tempered, powerful, and rapidly becoming frustrated, none of which strike me as good things.  I’ll be happy to help you—I always am!—but right now, I need all the help I can get.” 
 
    “Yassuh, Massah.  Give me a day or two and I’ll see what I can find.” 
 
    “Thank you.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 30th Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    Some sonofabitch is marching troops out of Sarashda and heading my way. 
 
    Let me back up a moment. 
 
    The remainder of my night was spent, for the most part, tweaking the spells on the keep, the western tunnel fortification, and the eastern bridge-fort.  I did spend some effort scouting the nonstandard approaches to the valley, making the few remaining goat paths into something any man wearing armor would fear.  I double-checked the dungeon, added another layer of protection to the treasury and armory, and did a few magical housekeeping chores. 
 
    Once the sun came up and I dressed for the day, I had a leisurely breakfast in the messhall.  The weather was leaning toward rain, so everyone ate inside.  The instruction and drill on the practice field was still on, rain or shine, although they chose not to practice archery in the wet.  It was a good morning, all in all. 
 
    I should have suspected something would ruin it. 
 
    Originally, when I had Leisel establish a spying service, I had in mind to use them to track down the main sources of Sarcana’s income.  Leisel supervised them, or had someone supervise them.  She also kept them at it, spying on things she thought were worth observing.  She would know better what to watch, of course.  So my spying section continued to watch all sorts of things.  If you have a dozen scrying mirrors, you don’t let them sit and gather dust, after all.  It would be a waste.  And if you’re engaged in a vendetta, it would also be stupid. 
 
    There was a bit of a communications lag, however, in their reports.  The locals don’t have quite the same concept of chain of command as I do.  Under normal circumstances, if someone gets taken out, everyone under that person immediately reports to the someone’s superior.  With Leisel missing, by default they should have reported to me.  But bothering the Mazhani is one of those culturally Not Done things.  So they eventually reported to Velina, Leisel’s assistant.  Of course, Velina was a bit busy doing what Leisel and I told her to do.  By the time Velina had enough time to fully assimilate her new, hopefully temporary duties, things were more advanced than we might have hoped. 
 
    So a messenger asked me to come to the room of mirrors and I went.  Velina met me there and we all had a bit of a talk. 
 
    “Let me see if I get this right.  You’ve watched every warrior still for hire in Sarashda trickle to the east of the city, camp for a day while the supply wagons loaded and rolled out, and now we have ten thousand men marching toward us?” 
 
    “It’s not every warrior,” protested one of the men with a mirror.  “All the ones free for hire.” 
 
    “And some who quit paid jobs, or got leave,” added another. 
 
    “Those are House troops,” argued another.  “They’ve been levied by the Temple!” 
 
    “We don’t know that!” 
 
    “What else could it be?  It’s the Temple coming for us and they—” 
 
    “Silence,” I said, not punching anyone.  I was having such a good morning, too.  I rubbed my forehead and sighed. 
 
    “Do you want our notes on the forces?” asked a third, cautiously. 
 
    “No,” I assured him, without dismemberment.   
 
    “I do,” Velina told him, glaring.  She wasn’t happy about the breakdown in communications. 
 
    “She does,” I affirmed.  “What I want is to be informed of major events such as this in a more timely manner.” 
 
    “I didn’t know who to tell,” he protested, “and I couldn’t find Leisel or Velina.” 
 
    “First, there are magic mirrors all over the place to keep people in touch,” I told him, leaving his skin on.  “Second, you made notes.  You’re capable of tacking a note to my bedroom door.  Third, you should be able to recognize the importance of this and, if necessary, start telling every warrior you meet how you need to report a major event and to pass the word to every other warrior.” 
 
    “I didn’t know it was allowed to—” 
 
    “Stop talking,” I snapped.  Everyone in the room tried to swallow their own faces.  Oops.  My altar ego is obviously feeling better.  I’m going to have to watch out for accidental uses of The Voice. 
 
    “In the future,” I continued, still without murdering anyone, “if there is a future for us, please note how anything affecting the valley as a whole is something I’d like to be kept abreast of.  Find Leisel or Velina or anyone they designate.  If you can’t, then find me.  I do recognize and acknowledge you are cautious about attracting the attention of someone of a much higher rank than yourself, but I would rather be bothered than ignorant.  Are we clear?” 
 
    Everyone nodded, eyes wide.  No one spoke.  I have got to watch it with that blesséd Voice… 
 
    “Velina, with me, please.  The rest of you, as you were.” 
 
    As Velina and I trudged up the stairs to my workroom, she cleared her throat.  I glanced at her and she looked inquisitive. 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” I asked, holding the door for her.  She entered the workroom and I closed us in. 
 
    “You told me to come with you.” 
 
    “So I did.  First, let me address the first-class f—foul-up I just witnessed.” 
 
    “I take responsibility, sir,” she interrupted. 
 
    “Don’t make me tell you to stop talking,” I advised.  “Leisel was supposed to be in charge of the spy section.  You were supposed to take over, but there was a lot to take over.  Put someone in the spy section in charge of it, please.  That person will report to you, or to Leisel, or to me, in that order.” 
 
    “In that order, sir?” 
 
    “If he or she can’t find you, they’ll find Leisel and report.  If Leisel is also missing, they are to come directly to me.  If they can’t find any of us, the whole valley is probably screwed, so it won’t matter.” 
 
    “I understand, sir.” 
 
    “And don’t look so heartbroken.  I’m not angry with you.  Leisel and I will have a discussion, later, on the chain of command.  It’s partly my fault, too.  I like things a little loose, less regimented or strict.  It might be a good thing to be more structured around the keep, though.” 
 
    “If you like, sir, we have a preliminary ladder for the warriors.” 
 
    “I’ll want to see it later, but I may have a different organizational structure in mind.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” I told her, optimistically.  “For now, I want you to look at the army with me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I fired up the sand table and started looking at Sarashda.  A quick flick down the road and there they were, trudging along.  They weren’t well-organized, in my opinion.  No marching, no columns, just clots of men in squad and platoon-sized chunks, interspersed with smaller groups of horsemen, traveling alongside a long train of wagons.  The horsemen were either horse archers, lightly armored and fast for harassing, or the heavily-armored cavalry of the First.  I wondered if the true commanders of the force were in armor and riding, or if some of the covered wagons were devoted to their use.  I asked Velina. 
 
    “In my experience, the commanders have wagons,” she agreed.  “They don’t make a show for the troops.  The captains do.” 
 
    “Got it.  How many do you make them?” 
 
    “Ten thousand is a bit much.  Seven thousand, or maybe eight.  The wagons make them look like more.” 
 
    “What are your thoughts on Bridgefort?  Can they take it?” 
 
    “They’ll take it.  They won’t like it, but they’ll take it.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    She pointed at the moving sand sculpture. 
 
    “Right in here.  Can you…?” 
 
    I brought up the relevant area with a few gestures.  She pointed more precisely. 
 
    “These aren’t supply wagons.  They’re lumber wagons.  This one has a ram, or the head for one.  The others have supplies for building.  I haven’t seen these used, but I know what they’re for.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “They’ll breach the drawbridge, probably burn it, maybe ram it.  With a hole to shoot for, they’ll roll up a portable bridge and keep pouring men in until we can’t fight them anymore.  I’m guessing they’ll send in a couple of small squads to harass us, maybe infiltrate and sneak attack.  They might even try to drop the drawbridge, but they’ll have to know it’s guarded.” 
 
    “This doesn’t sound like a normal assault.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ll ask for a surrender, but it looks like a war.  I didn’t think Sarcana could afford this.  It’s good, though.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    “This is their one shot.  If they don’t succeed, there won’t be anything left to worry about.”  Velina looked at the troops again.  I zoomed out to put the whole line of them on the table.  “’Course, they might succeed.” 
 
    “It’s possible.  But you don’t think it’s the Temple?” 
 
    “Never heard of the Temple sounding a call to war,” she explained.  “I’m not sure it can.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I replied, darkly, looking at the different House colors on the sand table.  “Tell me about the magic you’ve seen on the battlefield.” 
 
    “Mostly it’s wizards behind the lines.  Putting out fires, some healing spells, maybe some repairs on magic stuff.  A lot of wizard stuff is spying and preventing spying.  There’s a lot of sneaky, too.” 
 
    “And when the wizards go on the offensive?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen it,” she admitted.  “I’ve heard of it, but it was back in the early days, when cities fought cities instead of all being one Empire.” 
 
    “Give me an example.” 
 
    “Well, they might want to burn our drawbridge to clear the way.  If the warriors start it, the wizards will see to it we can’t put it out.  The flames won’t die.” 
 
    That sounds familiar, Firebrand whispered to me. 
 
    Pity you can’t put them out, I replied.  It would be interesting to see who would win. 
 
    I can tell you where the fire magic is coming from, Boss.  If we set the wizard on fire, they won’t be able to put him out, either. 
 
    Good point. 
 
    “What else?” I asked, aloud. 
 
    “They can walk through walls and make people appear and disappear.  I don’t know exactly.” 
 
    “Good for infiltrating sappers and saboteurs,” I agreed.  “Guards will be in groups of three, not single sentries.” 
 
    “Yessir.” 
 
    “Also, find whoever had the wand I…” I trailed off, considering what to say.  “Screw it.  I made a wand to zap spying spells.  Whoever has it, get it out to Bridgefort and make sure it gets used.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And think about what you want to do with your troops—Commander.” 
 
    “Sir…” Velina answered, grimacing.  “I don’t… I’m not so much a commander.  It’s not where I’m best.” 
 
    “I need you there,” I said, simply.  “You have to defend the valley while I go get Leisel.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    I waved a hand at the sand table. 
 
    “Sarcana can’t afford that.  Sarcana might have managed, barely, before I hit their money supply, but it would be an all-out, ultimate effort on their part.  Therefore, someone is bankrolling them.” 
 
    “Bankrolling?” 
 
    Damned language problems. 
 
    “Someone is supplying money,” I clarified.  “Since Sarcana was egged on into this vendetta by the Temple, guess who I think is giving them cash?” 
 
    “The Temple.” 
 
    “It’s called a Socratic question, I think.  If the Temple has never sounded a call to war, I think they’re pushing Sarcana into doing it, as well as letting the other Houses know it would meet with the approval of the gods if they participated.  This helps the Temple try to crush us, but it also gauges the Houses’ willingness to respond to such a request, helping pave the way to the day when the Temple calls a crusade against heretics and everyone thinks it’s their duty to respond.” 
 
    Velina frowned down at the sand table, thinking. 
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Me, either.” 
 
    Velina cocked her head, regarding the road full of troops, and crouched a little to look intently at them.  I brought up the area she regarded, zooming in so she could see better. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Some of them have the seven-colored shield,” she replied, frowning. 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The shield.  The round shield with the red rim and smaller circles in from there, to the purple center.  The shield of the faithful.” 
 
    “The Temple has its own troops?  Or, no, I think I’ve seen these colors.  Didn’t the guards on the triskarte have shields?  I didn’t get a good look at them.  And aren’t guards of this sort usually hanging around the Temple, looking polished and professional?  Ornamental guards.” 
 
    “Guardians of the Temple, yes.  I didn’t expect…” 
 
    “You seem upset.” 
 
    “I’m a little afraid, sir.” 
 
    “Of losing?  Or of your fate?” 
 
    “A bit of both.” 
 
    “Well, good news on both fronts.  First, we’re not going to lose.  Second, you’re a warrior.  I’m telling you to fight, so you fight.  The gods won’t hold it against you.  It’s what you’re supposed to do, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You should have been a priest, sir.” 
 
    “I’ve had a lengthy career in religion.  In the meantime, you get things sorted out here.  I’ll be in Sarashda, taking advantage of the shortage of Temple manpower.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    The first thing I did was a thorough reconnoiter of the Temple and grounds.  The army would take another two or three days to reach the bridge, and with Velina kicking the defenses into gear, it didn’t need my immediate attention.  The Temple, on the other hand, I hoped to sort out before the army arrived. 
 
    The buildings were, as always, highly ornamented with carvings, reliefs, mosaics, and sculpture.  What they needed were more windows.  I can look in a window from a distance.  I saw no sign of Leisel, but I did notice two of the auxiliary buildings were more heavily guarded than the others.  Private jails for heretics?  Treasure vaults?  Residential areas for high-ranking clergy?  I doubted the last.  Other buildings fit the bill better. 
 
    I wondered if the quality of incineration was strained, or if it would rain down on me if I set foot in the Temple precincts at night.  With that thought in mind, I connected everything and called dial-a-god. 
 
    “Hello again,” he said. 
 
    “Hi.  Got a problem.” 
 
    “Don’t you always?” 
 
    “And you don’t?” 
 
    “What can I do for you?” he hedged. 
 
    “Recon.  I need to know a couple of things.  Just some quick looks.” 
 
    “I’m still not sure where the power is going,” he cautioned.  “It seems to be generally eastward from where you are, with a bit of north.  I’m working on it, but I said it would take time.” 
 
    “And take your time.  Go ahead.  But I have another thing.” 
 
    “Oh.  Sorry.  What is it?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Leisel is in the Temple district in Sarashda.  I thought she might possibly be imprisoned by Sarcana, but I think the Temple is the mover and shaker in this, so there’s where I’m putting my bet.” 
 
    “And you want me to do the old astral wandering to look and see?” 
 
    “If you please.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “Are the Temple grounds charged?  I haven’t been there at night, so I don’t know.” 
 
    “Of course not.  Well,” he self-corrected, “maybe.  I wouldn’t think so, but I guess it’s possible.  While I’m there, I’ll check.” 
 
    “Thank you.  And, while you’re at it, can you tell me why I have vampire-hunting clergy trying to kill me everywhere I go?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    “Easy to answer, I mean.” 
 
    “I’m still startled and eager to hear it.” 
 
    “There are two reasons.  The first is obvious.  Fangs.  Blood-drinking.  All that stuff.  Most religious groups are going to react with pitchforks and torches.” 
 
    “I knew that.” 
 
    “The second reason,” he went on, “is the one you’ve got here in some nameless valley—” 
 
    “La Mancha,” I corrected.  He rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “It seemed to fit.” 
 
    “Wacko.” 
 
    “See?  Told you it fit.  And we have neither giants nor windmills!” 
 
    “As I was saying,” he continued, squashing that line of conversation, “they’re probably after you for your valley.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I don’t think they know you’re a vampire.  I’m not sure they know what a vampire is—you’d be more likely to know if they have legends about the things than I would.  I’d bet they only have generalized demons.  Dragon?  Lizard demon.  Vampire?  Blood-drinking demon.  Werewolves?  Wolf-demons.  You know how it is.  Think about it for a minute.  You’ve digested a lot of the language by now.  Do they have a word for ‘vampire’?” 
 
    I thought about it.  The closest thing I could think of was a krisnakah, a sort of six-legged, catlike monster that killed children by stealing their breath and drinking their blood.  Even that was a “cat-demon.”  I couldn’t think of anything resembling the traditional humanoid vampire. 
 
    “They don’t seem to,” I agreed.  “So, if they don’t know what a vampire is, much less that I am one, why are they on me like a cheap suit?” 
 
    “You’re worse than a vampire.  You challenge their social order.” 
 
    “Oh?  And what makes you say that, energy-state person?” 
 
    “I know you.” 
 
    He does, Boss. 
 
    You stay out of this! 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re not native to this culture and you’re not likely to fit in it.  Since you’re a square peg in a round hole—and a titanium square peg in a tofu round hole, at that—you’re probably forcing people around you to move outside their cultural comfort zone.” 
 
    I thought about the valley and how it might not be entirely following the Empire’s norms. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “If you’re challenging the social order, the Temple won’t like you.  Religion—real or manufactured—is all about maintaining the status quo.  Gods need to eat, after all.  So do priests.  Neither has anything to gain by change.  If a change occurs, they adapt to it, and then resist any other change.  You’re an agent of change.  I’m not sure it has anything to do with being a creature infused with the raw power of chaos, either.  It’s just you being you, made worse by having the power to cause change.” 
 
    “I don’t want to found a reformation!  I’m a vampire, not Martin Luther!” 
 
    “I think reforming a religion requires you to be a member, first, but I’m not entirely sure.  You’re an outsider demonstrating how things could be better for people if the Church didn’t say they couldn’t.” 
 
    “Like Galileo?” 
 
    “Possibly.  More like Copernicus.  At least you’re making some effort not to annoy them.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m done with that.” 
 
    “Oh?  Oh.  Uh-oh.  That bad?” 
 
    “Please look in on the Temple,” I suggested. 
 
    “Ah.  Hold the line.  I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    I sat quietly and waited while the sand table hissed quietly with the sound of a cloud of particles churning at random.  I twiddled my thumbs, just for practice, and succeeded in not cutting myself with my thumbnails. 
 
    My altar ego’s face re-formed. 
 
    “Good news, bad news.” 
 
    “Good news?” 
 
    “Leisel is definitely on the premises.” 
 
    “And the bad news.” 
 
    “The mandala on the floor, acting like a people-based prayer wheel?  It helps feed the proto-gods up here—quite clever, actually—but it also leaks.  I wouldn’t say the Temple is holy ground in the sense the proto-gods have invested it with divine force, but the presence of that long walk-line the worshippers go through accidentally serves much the same purpose.  As long as it’s intact, you’re going to have a tough time anywhere near it.” 
 
    “How tough?” 
 
    “Wear thick-soled shoes or I’m not going to be able to save you.” 
 
    “We really need to work up a holy ground insulation enchantment for my boots.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “But they definitely have Leisel in there?” I pressed. 
 
    “Yes.  She has no life-threatening injuries.” 
 
    “I’m not going to ask about her non-life-threatening ones because my temper has been too damn short for a while, now.” 
 
    “Fair.  Very fair.  What else can I do for you?” 
 
    “Make me a more stable and patient person?” 
 
    “There’s only one person who can do that,” he told me.  “Anything else would take a miracle.” 
 
    “Incentive to make more dynamos,” I decided.  “Okay.  I’ll need to think about how to get Leisel out.” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    “You, too.” 
 
    The sand fell to the table and I brought it up again, this time as the Temple grounds.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 32nd Day of Milaskir 
 
      
 
    For the past couple of days, I’ve been pondering the Temple and how to breach it.  Fortunately, the route march for the army has been slower than I expected.  They’re either in no hurry because they think there’s nothing we can do to stop them, or they’re simply not willing to be rushed. 
 
    These people have a lot to learn about going to war. 
 
    At any rate, if they keep to their current pace, we anticipate their arrival in another two days.  My initial estimate of their travel was based on an army marching to war.  They’re a mob.  The new ETA also allows for a quicker pace when they pass Spogeyzer and hit my roads.  If it was one of the mountain’s roads, they would discover how awful a road can be.  As it was, there were dozens of spells between Spogeyzer and the bridge.  Manipulating the stuff of the road wasn’t really an option.  Oh, I could have tweaked every one of the spells and made things a little more difficult, but they wouldn’t have cared too much.  The spells take longer to do their work, take power I needed elsewhere, and require more effort in reconfiguring them. 
 
    I miss my pet rock. 
 
    My primary thought has been bent on the Temple.  I simply don’t see a way to break Leisel out of it.  If I go in at night, I can kill everyone in the whole Temple complex… or I could, if the radiation from the prayer path didn’t fry me.  If I go in during the day, I can kill a lot of people, but then they have one major advantage.  I have life functions.  I can take any one, maybe any two or three of the Temple Guard, but what about a dozen, all at once?  And then there’s the question of the hostage.  If I’m there, they can hold a knife to her throat and scream for me to stop.  How do I deal with that? 
 
    All I know is, I don’t negotiate with terrorists. 
 
    I’m wondering, though, why they still have Leisel.  They haven’t executed her.  They haven’t sent me any demands.  Are they trying to interrogate her?  Are they trying to persuade her to turn against me?  Are they using her as bait to lure me away from the valley?  I have no idea. 
 
    I sat at my sand table and brooded over the images, both real-time and recorded.  Between the scryshields and the guards, I simply didn’t see any way to get into her building, get her, and get out again.  I considered calling the Temple, or sending a message, to ask what they wanted in exchange, but if my altar ego is right, what they want is me gone—and everybody who ever met me, too. 
 
    Is it worth it to pick up my marbles and go away? 
 
    There are a couple of different scenarios for “go away,” of course.  I can drop everything and disappear in ten seconds, leaving behind anything and everything I don’t carry.  Or am carried by.  Whoosh, I’m gone.  Another possibility is to grab a small core of people, find a spot no one is using, and go there to start completely over.  I don’t want to leave this world if I can avoid it, since the whole point of being in a non-Earth world is to settle down and do some serious data gathering on how the Earth worlds work, looking at them from the outside, as it were.  My third idea is to find a good spot and gradually shuffle people in a mass exodus.  If we’re a couple thousand miles away, the Temples may take an ‘out of sight, out of mind’ attitude, assuming they concern themselves with us at all. 
 
    Yes, I could nuke the problem.  I don’t think I will. 
 
    There are problems with each of these ideas.  Me disappearing leaves a lot of people in a difficult position.  I lured them out here and turned them into targets, so I feel a bit responsible.  It also means I have to start over completely from scratch.  The good news is I might do better, but I probably won’t.  I’ll still need to find people, and I haven’t explored any other cultures on this world, aside from a cursory once-over on the kustoni.  Bringing a small group from the valley with me has problems, too.  They might be happy to escape the Temples, but they’ll have issues with abandoning everyone.  They’ll also have issues with whatever culture we encounter, amplifying my own stumbles.  And the last idea, taking everyone with me, would require not only someplace definite to go, but immense logistical resources.  Feeding them is difficult enough here, in a high-magic world and with a solar power roof over the whole valley.  I don’t have the magical budget to open up a gate and grab half a cow often enough to keep everyone fed.  Once or twice a day is about my limit, especially with the other demands on my power supply. 
 
    The chief problem with all these potential bug-out options is Leisel.  They don’t get her back.  She deserves to be rescued. 
 
    So, no, I’m not leaving.  With this established, how do I go about seeing her returned?  Nuking the place is right out.  Not only does it destroy the one thing I want, it’s a methodology I don’t want to rely on.  There may be a time and a place for weapons of mass destruction, granted.  This is not one of them.  And I fear the day when I turn to nukes as the simplest, easiest solution to all my problems. 
 
    At least I’m not dealing with a religious organization with a patron.  I’m not sure they can hold up a holy symbol and keep me at bay, but they might.  On the other hand, if my altar ego is correct, I don’t have to worry about an avatar, divine wrath, or even a heavenly bolt of smiting.  On yet another hand, they have sufficient celestial energy to empower the grounds of the local Temple.  They may have quite a bit of power—in my scale, at least—but no higher-order entity to direct it. 
 
    Then again, there is a potential demigod currently on the planet.  He’s got my divinity dynamos, too.  How aware is he of my activities?  Does he know?  Does he care?  Or is his only concern with rising from a material plane to a higher one? 
 
    Maybe we should talk to the God of Wizards before I do any smiting of my own.  Who knows?  Maybe he’s willing to cut me some slack, what with us both being wizards and quasi-deities. 
 
    I’ll also have someone forge me a nice, iron spear.  As a method of message delivery, it really gets my point across.  There’s nothing quite like a bolt from the heavens to make an impression. 
 
      
 
    For someone who hates being in charge, I got the hang of this delegation thing in a hurry.  I sent a message via mirror regarding the iron spear I wanted.  I also got a report on the bodkin points for the crossbow bolts.  Some bright lad made a mold and was cranking them out in batches.  I sent a quartet of guards with a suggestion to make a dozen more molds and step up production to round the clock.  With enough people also whittling sticks, tying on feathers—or those funny leaves the kustoni used—and yet more people assembling the finished product, the ammunition production is looking good. 
 
    It amused me to have Sarcana gold sent over to motivate people. 
 
    My altar ego, on the other hand, also has a talent for delegation.  I suppose it’s a survival trait for energy beings.  They have to hoard their force until absolutely necessary.  Doing things here in a material realm takes too much effort for the return, in most cases. 
 
    “Here’s the thing,” he told me, “I’ve found basically where you need to look if you want to find el dio de los magos, but I’m still in no shape for a divine visitation.” 
 
    “What about communicating with him on the god-channels?  Don’t you people talk to each other?” 
 
    “You know, sometimes I think people are nice to you because of the fumbling, adorable way you wipe drool from your chin.” 
 
    “Smartass.  How am I wrong?” 
 
    “He’s not up here, remember?  He’s still down there.” 
 
    “But he’s using the same forces.” 
 
    “But he’s still not in the same geographic region.”  A hand appeared in the display of dust and squeezed a virtual brow.  “All right, look.  You have a semaphore.  You can talk to any ship you can see.  It works perfectly well.  But it doesn’t help when you’re on separate oceans.  For that, you need to power up the radio, not just wave flags.” 
 
    “I think I get it.  In order to have a chat, we need to be on the same page.” 
 
    “Or at least the same plane.” 
 
    “Okay.  I can do that.  Is he likely to radiate order-based forces at me?” 
 
    “Down there?  He’s more likely to do something magical, I think.  If he’s building up to an ascension, he can’t afford to waste energy.” 
 
    “How would the ascension thing work, anyway?  Last time I checked, it’s usually bad for the person doing the ascending.” 
 
    “He may not know that.  Most of the celestial beings I know are formed from a group consciousness imposing order on the energy plane.  Transplanting a human consciousness into this mode of existence is iffy at best.  Someone making the leap might manage it.” 
 
    “As opposed to?” 
 
    “Remember the ancestors these people deified?  Whoever they were, they aren’t now.” 
 
    “Could you help?  With the single-leap transformation, I mean.  I’d like to go into this discussion with something valuable.” 
 
    “Sort of a ‘If you kill me, you’ll never find out’ kind of thing?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “I suppose I could help, yes,” he mused.  “I mean, it’s not like I can guarantee anything.  Is it good enough to take his odds from one percent to ten percent?” 
 
    “It’s ten times more likely to work?” 
 
    “That’s probably the way to pitch it,” he agreed. 
 
    “I’ll give it a shot.  Where are we going?” 
 
    The sand table fell into a map configuration while my altar ego’s voice continued. 
 
    “See here, on the east coast?  About here—” a halo of pale dust surrounded an area “—there’s a fishing town.  It’s not much of a town, but it’s too big and too prosperous to be a village.  See this triangular keep?  The three towers linked by walls?  The power signature I traced leads to them.  As further confirmation, once I got close, I detected some traces from what have to be the stolen dynamos.  I’d start there.” 
 
    “Duly noted.  Anything else?” 
 
    “That’s all I can tell you.  I’m pooped.” 
 
    “And here I was going to ask for another favor.” 
 
    “Oh, god.  What now, driver of celestial slaves?” 
 
    “I was hoping to find some subterranean caverns near Sarashda.  Hopefully at least a mile below the surface and a mile from the city walls.” 
 
    “That’s… huh.  It wouldn’t be too hard to look, I guess, depending on how long I have.  Can I take the rest of the day off?” 
 
    “Tomorrow will be fine.” 
 
    “May I ask why?” 
 
    “I don’t want to nuke Sarashda.” 
 
    “I applaud your restraint,” he decided, blinking. 
 
    “And I appreciate it.  I don’t get nearly the credit I deserve for not being a genocidal dictator.” 
 
    “Still doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “I may have to impress some Temple hotshots with my determination to get Leisel back.  I’ll be working on the weather, too.” 
 
    “Fine, don’t tell me what you’re planning.” 
 
    “Underground nuclear testing is much safer than airbursts,” I told him, “and they can simulate an earthquake.” 
 
    “Oh.  Hmm.  You’ll start with smaller charges, first?” 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m in.  I’ll let you know what I find.  A-dios.” 
 
    “You’re not as funny as I think I am.” 
 
      
 
    I debated on when to visit the theoretical triple-tower of wizardry.  I could go immediately and possibly get into a wizardly duel if things went badly, or go at night and possibly get into a quasi-divine duel if things went badly. 
 
    I’d look on the bright side, but the light hurts my eyes. 
 
    Given the fact my altar ego assured me of the relative harmlessness of the current state of divinity, I decided to pay an evening call.  This gave me the rest of the day to look at the weather and fiddle with it.  Most people don’t think of tornados as tactical weapons, but I do.  My strategic weapons tend to not only hit the target but obliterate it, everything around it, and set fire to everything around that.  I might not need an actual tornado, but a driving rain for cover and some lightning strikes might come in handy.  If I do decide to go for a tornado, the Temple grounds are smaller than the Hand compound, but I’m pretty sure I can keep it all inside the target. 
 
    I never studied meteorology.  Do I have a talent for weather magic because it’s subject to the mathematics of chaos?  Or is it because of the major working I did in my breakthrough period as a new wizard?  If I’d had a gate spell to play with, would I be even better at them now? 
 
    I left the weather on simmer and had my sunset shower.  Afterward, I consulted my paper map for the name of the town.  Vessila looked different on the map than it did on my sand table, but the map was of the Empire.  At least it was accurate about where to find towns and villages.  I decided to scry on the town, find a place to target with a gate, and proceed from there.  I did so and sauntered down to the former shift-barn. 
 
    Bronze was waiting, but not in her statue.  It was slightly eerie to come into the barn and find her statue unexpectedly cold.  While I was momentarily disturbed, she made the engine of the big truck turn over and me jump. 
 
    “Don’t do that!” 
 
    The rumble of the engine was a chuckle.  Small puffs of flame emerged from the stacks. 
 
    “What are you even doing in there?  With the engine off, I mean?” 
 
    It was hers, was it not? 
 
    “I suppose it is.  If you want it.” 
 
    She was also a thaumivore, among other things, and this was a high-magic world.  She could sit inside and fiddle with the vehicle, tailoring it to herself without necessarily burning fuel.  It was something to do.  Did I mind? 
 
    “Not at all.  Whatever clutches your gearbox.  But I’d like you to come with me in case I need rescuing, please.” 
 
    The statue stood next to the truck.  When she leaped from truck to statue, I noticed the orichalcum jumper cable was no longer looped around the saddlehorn.  Instead, one end was attached to the front of the saddlehorn.  The rest of it extended into the gap behind the steel bumper, trailing into the depths of the machine.  When Bronze leaped from one to the other, there was a flash of power, but nothing on the truck melted.  Which, of course, was the whole point of a jumper cable in the first place.  Spread out the contact as much as possible.  Don’t concentrate it at one point.  Avoid melting bumpers, fenders, and bits of frame. 
 
    The cable slithered out from the truck and looped itself around the saddlehorn like a cowboy’s lariat.  Bronze tossed her head and snorted. 
 
    “Yeah, I was thinking you’ve gained a tentacle,” I admitted, laying a hand on it.  It was hot to the touch.  “I can’t fault the logic in having it, though.” 
 
    Did it make me uncomfortable? 
 
    “No, not really.  I’m simply not accustomed to thinking about the ramifications of you… changing things.” 
 
    Bronze nodded.  It didn’t bother her because it was simply another feature to be added to a suit of clothes.  It might bother me because I still think of her as a horse.  Visually, she usually is.  She understood and was sorry not to have warned me.  I patted her warm neck. 
 
    “It’s your body.  You do what you want,” I assured her.  “I would have thought of it, I’m sure—eventually.” 
 
    Undoubtedly true, and could we go now? 
 
    “One second.  I’m worried about the temperature of your lariat.  You jumped from one body to another through it.  It shouldn’t be hot.” 
 
    Bronze turned her head to regard me and the lariat.  What did it matter if the lariat was hot? 
 
    “It’s a magical superconductor.” 
 
    She felt my concern was slightly misplaced.  While she consumed magic, she was actually an energy-state being.  Moving from one body to another was eased by the conductive pathway of the new lariat, but it was far from an ideal path. 
 
    I hadn’t thought of it like that.  If she was a spell, she would move along orichalcum effortlessly.  Animating a statue magically?  Orichalcum was the proper material.  But as a home—or a conductor—of a quasi-celestial entity?  It did fine as a place to stay, obviously.  Even a steel truck made a good container.  Transfers, however… 
 
    She was of the opinion we could work out a better conductor later, if necessary. 
 
    “Fair point.  We’ll try some osmium in the alloy and see if it improves.  There are other metals in the platinum group—” 
 
    Didn’t we have other, more immediate plans? 
 
    “Ah.  Yes.  Thank you for reminding me.” 
 
    She stood at my shoulder and I aimed the gate.  I also discovered one of the hazards of opening a gate. 
 
    The trouble I had with recovering the Black Ball from its buried location was finding room for the perimeter of the gate.  Since I was brute-forcing it, the wired loop I used for a locus had to be able to appear at the far end.  This wasn’t a problem here, since I was using a loop at this end and a large, arched doorway at the other.  They were close enough in size so it wasn’t a brute-force connection. 
 
    The double doors I targeted were recessed in the outer wall of what probably the local city hall.  The outer edge of the recessed area was the locus, the plane of my gate.  Unfortunately, the two guards standing in the doorway were in the plane of the gate’s formation. 
 
    Bronze stepped through with me and blood slithered up my armored boots.  I wondered at the front half of two men lying on the ground, puzzled by their freshness.  When the gate closed behind us I found the rest of them.  Important safety bulletin:  Scry on the target point every time.  Don’t simply assume it’s clear. 
 
    We went full stealth and hurried off, hopefully avoiding notice. 
 
    Perhaps a quarter of a mile away, we un-stealthed and approached the triple tower.  It was a well-constructed building, but I saw signs of renovation.  Someone started with a tower, added another floor, then another tower, then a third tower, then started filling in the space between.  It grew, apparently unplanned, from a tower to a keep, albeit using manual labor and professional masons.  I liked it. 
 
    What I did not like was the collection of magical effects on it.  Scrying into the place wasn’t impossible, but I’d hate to have to try.  Up close, eyeballing it, the scryshields didn’t interfere with direct vision.  The stones weren’t individually enchanted, but it was easy to see how the different sections of the structure had been.  They fit together well, even though the spells were different.  The lower floors were all heavily reinforced with a toughening spell, while the upper floors were less so.  There was a structural repair spell, as well, but it wasn’t an ongoing thing.  It would have been impractical to enchant it while the tower/towers were still under construction.  At a guess, it was something added more recently, designed to be manually activated in the event of damage.  Possibly it was designed to be directed by someone, rather than left to run on its own. 
 
    Each of the three towers had a door, but the town’s streets only favored one.  Maybe the others were less public doors.  The one nearest me was large, slightly recessed, and had a small roof or portico.  A small sign hung from the portico, advertising the place as a wizard’s shop.  An impressive shop, I admit.  Presumably, this door was for more public, business matters. 
 
    Since there were no spells active on the door beyond an alarm in case of forced entry, I knocked on it.  There was no bell-pull or other device, so I knocked again and waited some more.  Eventually, a panel slid aside, behind an iron grate, and a frowning face looked out.  He was perhaps thirty, with the dark hair and eyes characteristic of the southern Empire, and he looked me up and down. 
 
    “With spells altering your appearance, I assume you’re popular with the ladies,” he decided.  “We have potions to deal with the trouble you’re likely in.” 
 
    “No, that’s not it at all.” 
 
    “Love potions aren’t for sale,” he stated, flatly.  “They’re a curse, really.” 
 
    “That’s not it, either!” 
 
    “Then what in the nine signs do you want at this hour?” he demanded. 
 
    “I want to talk to Rahýfel.” 
 
    “Try a Temple.”  The panel slammed. 
 
    “I would,” I shouted through the door, “but they haven’t chained him down!” 
 
    The panel slapped open again.  Suspicion glared at me through the grate. 
 
    “Also,” I added, more quietly, “I’m pretty sure he’s in here.  My spinning silver-blue things are, and I’m guessing he likes them a lot.  I don’t mean any harm.  I only want to talk.” 
 
    The glare looked me over again, but with my cloaking spells on, I doubted he could tell if Firebrand was magical, let alone anything else.  All he could see was the shielding spell.  He didn’t like it, but he also didn’t have a good excuse for asking me to take it down. 
 
    About four feet above my head, Bronze snorted a brief flicker of fire.  He turned his attention to her and she lowered her head to my shoulder level to look him in the eye.  He made a noncommittal noise and slapped the panel closed again.  I scratched Bronze under the chin as I reminded myself how patience is an important quality in men, kings, and bloodthirsty monsters.  Even if it’s not important, it’s still appreciated.  I waited some more. 
 
    The door made wooden and metallic clunking noises.  It opened, and the doorkeeper grudgingly invited me in. 
 
    Beyond the door, I found myself in a well-lit chamber cut in half by a stone countertop.  The ceiling glowed with a pale light, dim in general, but quite bright as a whole.  A latching gate, held open by another man, led beyond the counter and to the door beyond.  At a guess, this was a chamber for customers to discuss their needs with a proprietor.  I wondered if I should have chosen another door. 
 
    It closed behind me with a rather final sound.  I wasn’t worried.  If I couldn’t get out through it, I could get out through the hole Bronze would make.  My bigger worry was about what I might encounter inside, not my exit strategy. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Al, of House Lucard.” 
 
    “You want to explain why you’re here?” asked the man by the counter.  The doorman remained where he was, not moving into easy view.  Firebrand kept a metaphorical eye on him while I focused on the wizard in front of me. 
 
    “Rahýfel is reaching a point where his spirit is powerful enough to ascend to a higher plane of existence,” I told him.  “The spinning metal things used to be mine, until they were stolen—by someone, I don’t know who, and it’s not material to why I’m here.  They generate more of the force his spirit is absorbing, hastening the process.  I’m on good terms with a being on the higher plane of which I speak, and, if Rahýfel wants, I can arrange for help in the transition.  Of course, if he doesn’t want to make the transition, we might be able to stop or reverse the process.” 
 
    The two traded significant looks, mostly of surprise.  Why is it people are surprised when I answer a question?  Am I supposed to beat around the bush?  Take the long way to the answer?  They wanted to know, so I told them. 
 
    It’s what you told them, Boss.  Not the fact itself. 
 
    Really? 
 
    They don’t have real gods here, remember? 
 
    Ooo, good point.  My bad. 
 
    The two of them retreated behind the counter and latched the gate.  The doorman vanished through the door behind the counter and the other stayed with me.  Nobody said anything, not even after the doorman departed.  I waited again, flexing my patience muscles.  They’re getting a pretty good workout, what with my anger management issues. 
 
    My patience was rewarded, sort of, when a younger man emerged and escorted me beyond the counter, through the door, and deeper into the fortress.  I hoped I didn’t have to fight my way out.  Already, I’d encountered three wizards on my way to a fourth, and this was their territory.  If my own increase in dangerousness in my own fortress was any guide, I hoped we were about to have nothing but a talk.  I don’t enjoy testing my magical defenses against professionals. 
 
    I really ought to do more work in that regard.  I really, really need to make time for that. 
 
    As I ruminated on the upcoming necessities and hoped they weren’t immediate ones, we went down a floor, much to my surprise.  Everyone I know wants the top floor, the penthouse, not some dungeon.  Come to think of it, my bedroom and main workroom are on upper floors, too.  In my case, I didn’t have a basement to begin with, and upper floors were easier.  I’m actually more comfortable underground. 
 
    In the dungeon—excuse me, the basement—the characteristic opulence of the local culture continued.  The floor was tiled with abstract mosaics and the walls were set with small squares of something dark blue and highly polished.  The room into which I was shown was a receiving chamber of some sort, complete with table, lounge, and various types of chairs.  I selected the sturdiest-looking of the chairs and perched on the edge of the seat.  Judging by the chairs, they didn’t receive many armed individuals here. 
 
    “Wine?” 
 
    “No, but thank you.  I do not drink… wine.” 
 
    “Certainly, sir.  The master of the house will be with you in a moment.” 
 
    I noticed the phrasing.  Specifically, the ipasnik of the ekka—the owner of the building—not the manzhani of a teyzvard. 
 
    I took off my helmet and held it in the crook of one arm.  This made it easier to hear, and I stretched my ears a bit, just in case I needed an extra second or two of warning.  I was not a comfortable undead monster. 
 
    The entity who entered the room did not allay my concerns.  It was a flesh creature, human in form, but whatever inhabited it was not of the same order.  If Bronze jumped into a human body, she might look like such a thing.  The spirit inside had an unearthly radiance, albeit one of similar color and shape to that of a human spirit.  In addition to the usual shifting colors, it also held bright motes, flickering in and out of existence, as well as crackling lines shivering through and around it like rainbow lightning. 
 
    It took me a moment to shift my vision to the more physical sort and look at the envelope.  At first glance, it appeared to be a young man, maybe in his mid-twenties, but he was clearly not in the best of health.  His hair was badly thinned, reminding me of radiation victims I have known.  His skin was loose and sagging.  He wore heavy robes and gloves, but I smelled the blood from open sores.  It reminded me of a time when the Demon King possessed a mortal body.  I did not like the reminder.  As I considered this, I decided that was why he seemed familiar. 
 
    “I am told you wish to speak to Rahýfel,” said the figure, moving to seat himself.  Or itself.  I’m not sure which it was, at that point.  “You profess knowledge of his condition, or that of his successor.  Perhaps you would explain yourself.” 
 
    “No problem.  Rahýfel is engaged in the wizardly practice of a chain of existence, moving from body to body over the course of his life, adding to his spiritual power with every transfer.  Recently, he’s come into possession of my dynamos—the spinning things.  I’m not saying he took them or even that he commissioned their theft, and it’s a subject I’m willing to overlook. 
 
    “Before I go on,” I continued, “do you think we can get past the whole incidence of the theft?  Or is it going to color our relationship and any future negotiations?” 
 
    “You say you are willing to overlook it, regardless of the case?” 
 
    “I admit I was extraordinarily upset when I discovered they were missing, but I’m over it.  If you feel the need to make some small concession out of generosity, since someone obviously didn’t tell you they were originally stolen goods, I would graciously accept.” 
 
    “We understand each other,” he agreed.  “Please continue.” 
 
    “Rahýfel, at present, is a powerful being in human terms.  No doubt he is capable of spectacular feats of magic.  However, he is also reaching a critical point.  His body—each body he occupies—is breaking down rapidly when it tries to contain the force of the spirit he has become.  Before much longer, he will find it impossible to occupy a body, much as a grown man finds it impossible to wear a child’s clothes without ripping them to shreds in the attempt.” 
 
    “I see.”  He stared at me over his brown-gloved hands.  “Given your appearance and bearing, I presume you are not some simple warrior.” 
 
    “Simple, maybe.  Warrior?  Yes.” 
 
    “Among other things?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Things one might not regard as fully human?” 
 
    “One might,” I admitted, somewhat surprised.  I thought my anti-detection spells were better than that.  Then again, he was bordering on divine ascension.  He might be looking at me in ways I couldn’t yet shield.  Or he had some sort of intelligence-gathering network.  Possibly both. 
 
    “Perhaps even of demonic origin?” he pressed. 
 
    I met his eyes and felt a sharp shock as his consciousness tried to impinge on mine.  We wrestled for several seconds and I was glad Jon had trained me somewhat in psychic judo.  I was also glad of my mental bunker spells.  Neither of us came away the victor, but a stalemate was sufficient for me. 
 
    “Perhaps not,” I countered, when we could speak again.  “You are familiar with the gods of the Temple?” 
 
    He snorted, triggering a coughing spasm.  He covered his mouth with a cloth until it passed, paused for a moment to recover, and put the cloth away. 
 
    “The gods of the Temple are idols,” he stated, flatly.  “They have no more reality than those of the dirt-worshipping kustoni beyond the Kasnakani Range, or the gods of lost Allaren.” 
 
    “Partly correct,” I agreed, filing away the term Allaren for later investigation.  “They are weak and ill-formed, not yet strong enough to make themselves manifest to mortal men.  But a spirit born of men and drawing on the powers that supply the gods with their force might ascend to a higher plane and become one.” 
 
    The figure—let’s be honest:  Rahýfel.  Who else could it be?  Rahýfel shifted in his seat, sitting up and looking at me keenly. 
 
    “Speak plainly.” 
 
    “I thought I did.  You’ve added to your original power by merging with multiple wizard spirits.  You’re revered as a god in the Temples.  The combination of power from individuals and from the active worship of thousands is working a change in you.  Combined with the spinning dynamos, you are bordering on rupturing your flesh and ascending to the plane of the gods whether you want to or not.”  I shrugged.  “It’s a mixed bag, I grant you.  On the one hand, it’s effectively immortality without the pesky troubles of the flesh.  On the other hand, the ascension is a risk.  It can destroy your spirit, or so I’m told.” 
 
    “How do you know this?  Who says so?” 
 
    I cleared my throat and took a deep breath. 
 
    “I say so.” 
 
    I knew there would come a day when the Voice would be useful.  Rahýfel jerked upright in his seat, eyes popping wide, mouth falling open, and his hands snapping down to grip the arms of his chair. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I added, more normally. 
 
    “How do you speak of these things with such authority?” he demanded. 
 
    “Do I really need to tell you?” I replied, wearily.  “You’re about to undergo a drastic change, just like I did.  I recognize the symptoms.” 
 
    Rahýfel’s eyes narrowed as he stared at me.  I felt his attention as a physical thing.  He wasn’t using magic to look at me, but exerting himself to look in new ways, ways more suited to an entity such as my altar ego.  I didn’t like the fact he could do it.  Not because it meant he was getting a handle on how to manipulate such forces—or not only because—but also because I didn’t like being looked at so keenly.  It made me feel naked and exposed and vulnerable. 
 
    Then something—someOne—metaphorically tapped me on the shoulder and gently nudged me aside.  I let him, recognizing him, and he looked out through my eyes, back at Rahýfel.  The God of Shadow and Fire met the gaze of the God of Wizards and each took the measure of the other.  In that moment, we—they?—looked into one another and knew what they faced. 
 
    Rahýfel blinked first.  Score!  I decided not to mention the departure of my altar ego the instant Rahýfel looked away.  The effort of even so minor a demonstration exhausted him.  Nevertheless, both Rahýfel and I came away from the encounter with more knowledge of one another.  I recognized in him something of myself—a spirit bound to the realm of matter and flesh, but only barely.  He saw in me a glimpse of what I loosely refer to as godhood, even if it wasn’t me, precisely. 
 
    I didn’t enjoy the experience.  My altar ego and I have done things like it before, in his temple in Karvalen.  More locally, this was only an expansion on our spying trip into the Temple.  A closer connection, if you will, so he could channel energies through me.  I still didn’t like it, not for an instant, and not by a long shot.  I hope I kept my face composed while Rahýfel recovered his own composure. 
 
    “I see,” Rahýfel said, quietly.  “Perhaps you do have an understanding in the matters of which you speak.  Why do you come to me?” 
 
    “To find out what you want.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Are you aware of what’s happening to you?  Are you doing this deliberately?  Or is this news to you?  If you want to make the change, you have to understand it’s dangerous, even with help. 
 
    “Help, you say?” he asked.  “Your help?” 
 
    “It’s possible.” 
 
    “Surely, even one such as you will want something in exchange.” 
 
    “Yes and no.  Before we get to what I want, it might be better to more fully explore what you want.” 
 
    “Explain,” he invited.  As an afterthought, he added, “Please.”  I got the impression he wasn’t in the habit of asking, much less speaking to anyone as an equal. 
 
    “The method of preserving your life,” I began, “known hereabouts as a ‘chain’ of existence, is, in your case, inevitably leading you to a choice about whether or not you want to radically change your state of being.  Forging links in your chain is not true immortality as it has some indefinite limit on how many bodies you can occupy.” 
 
    “Of this, I am aware,” he replied, somewhat acidly. 
 
    “Under normal circumstances, with some minor adjustments, I think it can be used indefinitely.  Your problem is you’re being worshiped as a god.  My dynamos are adding to it.” 
 
    “Then what is to be done?” 
 
    “The way I see it, there are three major options.  What I want depends on what you want.” 
 
    “Tell me of these options.” 
 
    “You can continue as you are, undergoing metamorphosis into the higher state I mentioned.  If this is your choice, I can help you.  The transformation is not without peril, but it is more dangerous to go alone.  If you succeed, you will be, both in name and in fact, the God of Wizards. 
 
    “Your next option is to alter your process when you take new links in the chain.  Instead of occupying bodies with souls still inside, you will have to purge the current occupant before taking up residence, without absorbing and subsuming them.  You will also need to expend some of the force you have presently gathered, so the bodies do not deteriorate unnaturally rapidly. 
 
    “The third option I see is to occupy the body of some race which is, by its nature, immortal.  In such a vessel you might continue as you are, or only slightly diminished, for eternity.”  I clasped my hands and leaned forward slightly, elbows on knees.  “Do any of these options appeal to you?” 
 
    He leaned back, drumming his fingers on the arm of his chair for several moments.  He would not look at me, but cast his gaze around the room. 
 
    “Why have you come to me?” he asked, finally.  “Now, when I can feel the changes in my self?  Why do you come now?  Is my metamorphosis, my apotheosis, so imminent?” 
 
    “Not at all.  I don’t know how much longer you can go on in mortal bodies.  Without the dynamos, you can probably get away with at least a few more transfers.  With suitable healing magic to help offset the strain of bearing your spiritual burden, you might last quite a while.  But the theft of my dynamos attracted my attention, and I have finally located them.  Since you possess them, you came to my attention, as well.  I have, as I said, no quarrel with you.  Quite the opposite, in fact.  You have a problem with which I am well familiar, and I see no reason to withhold what help I can offer.  In fact, offering it may earn me some goodwill, should you succeed in making the transition from mortal to immortal, whatever the means.” 
 
    “Which explains why you have come to me,” he agreed, “but, not fully, what you expect in return.” 
 
    “Do you care about the Temple?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Short, direct, to the point.  I like that.  I’ve been trying to avoid entanglements with the Temple, but they insist on being pests.” 
 
    “This seems strange to me.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You are already a god, are you not?” 
 
    “Yeeeeees…” I admitted, reluctantly.  “The trouble is, they don’t include me.  They have eleven gods and deny my existence.  The activities of the Temple have some influence and effect on the celestial realms, although not nearly to the degree the priests believe.” 
 
    “I have no doubt,” he agreed. 
 
    “My point is, they’ve been a pain to me for some time.  Now, they’ve stolen my vidat.  I’m sure they’ve hired wizards for the purpose, based on how she was removed, but that’s of no real concern.  I want her back and I’m about to do awful things to the Temple in Sarashda.  Since you’re the only god of the Temple with the ability to take note and express an opinion, I thought it best to discuss the matter with you before getting into a fight with the priests.  You might have taken offense.  Or, going the other way, you might even be willing to inform the priests of a twelfth god, and that they should stop pissing him off.” 
 
    “You… address me as though I were…” 
 
    “An actual god, aware of your worshippers and priesthood.  Yes.  My apologies.  Do you see why I wanted to come to an understanding about your own desires?  How I go about this will depend largely on your own decision.” 
 
    “Do you press me to an immediate decision?” 
 
    “No, but how I handle this is an immediate decision.  It need not concern you if you don’t want it to.” 
 
    “I can ignore it?” 
 
    “You haven’t ascended,” I reminded him.  “What I plan to do shouldn’t affect you in any material way.  However, allow me to caution you.  You are fast approaching the point where an ascension decision is no longer subject to your control.  If you don’t take immediate action toward the more flesh-oriented options, your inaction will, by default, be choosing to shed your human existence.” 
 
    Rahýfel rose to his feet and slowly paced around the room, shuffling a bit, gloved hands clasped behind himself.  I allowed him to think.  A man faced with major life choices should have the right to give them due consideration. 
 
    “What,” he asked, still shuffling, “do your intended actions mean for me?” 
 
    “Again, it depends on what you want.  If you want to be the God of Wizards, we can arrange—you and I—to deliver the impression you’re an annoyed god.  Annoyed the Temple is relying on wizards and warriors to try and force their views on people without even consulting the gods.  Annoyed they’re actively offending another god.  Annoyed, and therefore instructing them to… well, whatever commandments and doctrine you want to establish, really. 
 
    “Of course,” I added, “we won’t tell them you’re the only one currently strong enough to answer prayers.  But it will mean an upswing in the prayer power produced and a concomitant increase in your own rate of exaltation. 
 
    “If you do not wish to ascend, I’ll handle the particulars myself.  The Temple will be chastised more anonymously.  The progression of your transfiguration will be slowed—you might also want to turn off the dynamos, by the way—and we can work on either of the methods to keep you enfleshed.” 
 
    “For the moment, do you have anything to alleviate the pain I am in?  I already have bent all my arts to it, and still this body fails!” 
 
    I reflexively shifted my vision to look in yet another spectrum.  Rather than physical or spiritual, I looked at his magical signature.  Yes, he was wrapped in half a dozen healing magics of various sorts.  The construction of the spells might be unfamiliar, but their effects were along the same lines as the ones I knew.  They focused the body’s energies on regeneration, on cell replication, rather than on some of the less-useful responses to injury.  One of them was quite interesting, as the spell expended magical energy to produce vital force, causing tissue regeneration without drawing on the body’s resources.  I made a note for later. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, may I take a closer look at your healing spells?” 
 
    “Be my guest.” 
 
    I walked around him, evaluating his condition.  The trouble wasn’t with the body.  His body was a healthy, robust specimen.  The trouble was the metabolic rate and the spiritual rejection.  The entity inside it wasn’t a vital force, as such, so the body continued to work normally.  On the other hand, if you put a neutron radiation source inside a car, the car works normally—for a while.  After a while, it starts to break down.  Too many bits of it start to disintegrate. 
 
    “I can fix the individual lesions and sores,” I suggested, “but the underlying problem is your spirit.  It’s too powerful for mortal flesh.  There are ways to drain off a portion of it, bring it down to mortal levels again, but if we do that, you’ll have a long way to go to be ready for ascension.  I hate to tell you this, but you really do need to make a choice soon.” 
 
    Rahýfel sighed and slumped in his chair.  I nudged mine closer and perched on the edge again. 
 
    “I have felt the grip of mortality slipping from me the last two times I chose a successor,” he admitted, sighing.  “Each time, the body I wear endures for fewer years.  I no longer choose from those of greater years and depth of knowledge, but from the youngest and hardiest.  Even so, this one may not last the rest of this year.” 
 
    “It’s the dynamos,” I suggested.  “They’re adding directly to your spirit.” 
 
    “The feel of them is as the sun on a hot day,” he said, looking distant.  “It is a warmth that moves through me entirely, exciting within me a power like some tiny seed, trembling to burst forth from it shell.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it.” 
 
    “Yet, I do not feel I am ready to surrender this world of blood and bone.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was an easy choice.” 
 
    “No.  It is not.” 
 
    “Look, I’m not rushing you.  Take all the time you need—even if it means you abruptly ascend without warning.  I—” 
 
    “Wait,” he said, holding up a hand.  “Wait.  You said there were ways to drain off a portion of this power.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.  The energies belong on the higher plane, inaccessible to mortals.  It would not be difficult for a being of that plane to draw them back where they belong.  Kind of like water wanting to run downhill, or smoke wanting to rise.” 
 
    “This would give me more time to consider, would it not?” 
 
    “You’d have to keep the dynamos shut down,” I told him.  “They’ll pump you up again much more quickly than switching bodies.  They’re a constant thing, not a once-a-decade thing.  And if you have to switch bodies, I don’t know how far along it will put you toward…” I gestured at him.  “…where you are now.” 
 
    “But you can reduce the power, make this body last out the year, perhaps several?” 
 
    “I think so.  You may need to keep healing spells running on it the whole time to reverse or at least reduce the effects of your occupancy, but I see no reason why you can’t keep the body you’re in for quite a while.” 
 
    “And I can restore my spirit’s power to the degree required to make the transformation?” 
 
    “Easily.  Just doing what you’ve been doing will get you there.  It’s just a matter of time.  Once you’ve made the… how to put this?  Once you perceive and manipulate the forces involved, you can’t help but absorb the energies directed at you.”  A thought occurred to me. 
 
    “Actually,” I continued, mulling it over, “it might be…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I just realized.  Instead of a sudden ascension, a slower process might be safer.  If you keep the dynamos turned off and stick to a chain process, it gives you a chance to adjust incrementally.  Eventually you’ll tip over into the celestial realms, but you’ll have been borderline for so long it might not be too bad.  And if we bleed off some of the energies you’re trying to contain right now, you’ll have experienced a higher-order level of power, partly acclimated to it, and be more prepared for it next time.  A series of rising energies and temporary decreases might also make your eventual transition—assuming you do want to be a god—much smoother.” 
 
    Rahýfel nodded. 
 
    “I understand.  May I impose upon you to cast your spell?  Give me time.  I want to feel the pleasures of the flesh in a body not collapsing under the weight of my soul.  Let me know again what it is to be a man, hale and full of life, before I make such a decision.”  He rubbed his face with both gloved hands and sighed.  Thin trickles of blood came from two places on his face—pores teased into bloodshed, perhaps, by the touch and by the fragility of his skin.  The droplets ran down unnaturally quickly, spreading as thin streaks through his clothes, migrating downward.  Crawling, almost, as though trying to reach the floor quickly.  Dang.   
 
    “I am weary,” he went on, not noticing, “of the constant pains of this flesh.  It would be worthwhile simply to be able to sleep without artificial aids.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want.  I’ll also want to know how you feel about my proposed punch in the snoot to the Temple.” 
 
    “What do I care about a bunch of self-righteous, interfering priests?” he scoffed.  Then he caught himself.  “But they are my priests…” 
 
    “If you want to go down that road, yes.  I won’t be destroying them all, of course.  Maybe just the temple in Sarashda.  Maybe not even that.  Absolute worst case?  All the other Temples will still be around.  Plus, you’ll still have my dynamos.” 
 
    “Your proposed actions would, in fact, further delay the need to decide on my own ascension?” 
 
    “In effect, yes.  I believe so.” 
 
    “Then, with your… dynamos?” 
 
    “Dynamos.” 
 
    “…I may still choose to ascend to the plane of the gods?” 
 
    “Pretty much, yeah.  With or without them, it’s likely you’ll have to face this choice again, unless you find something immortal to occupy.” 
 
    “I am pleased.  I wish to have that time.” 
 
    “Okay.  Do you have somewhere you can lie down comfortably?” 
 
    “Yes.  What do you need to cast your spell?  My workroom is at your disposal.” 
 
    “My… resources are in good order,” I told him.  “The method I will use is not a spell.  You’ll understand it better if you ever decide to ascend.” 
 
    “Ah!  I see!  Yes, it would follow, would it not?  The use of such powers to affect my own?  Very well.  This way, if you please.” 
 
    The local wizards did, indeed, favor the “messy bits” method of spellcasting.  The laboratory into which he ushered me was well-equipped for such things, but I noted a conjuring circle with a number of glyphs and symbols similar to the more universal lexicon, derived from Rethven’s magical history and Diogenes’ relentless refinement.  While they might not use the same techniques, I had no doubt as to the efficacy of their spells. 
 
    Rahýfel activated a number of spells designed to make the room private, cleared some implements from a table, and seated himself on it.  I helped him swing his feet up. 
 
    “Will there be pain?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so, but I don’t know for certain.  This is a fairly rare occurrence, you understand.” 
 
    “Surely.” 
 
    “Do you want anyone in here while I do this?” 
 
    “No.”  He looked pained for a moment.  “I had my servants and colleagues observing us during the interview, for I did not know you or your intent until I… until we gazed into one another.” 
 
    “Sensible,” I agreed. 
 
    “As for this, I would not have them observe such a procedure.  I find it difficult enough to display the weakness of this dying body.” 
 
    “Fair enough.  Take a deep breath and clench your teeth, just in case,” I told him, taking out the quantum crystal from its pouch. 
 
    He did so and I touched him, lightly, with a tendril.  Power surged along it immediately.  It was not his soul, since I wasn’t driving deep into him with the intent to kill him.  No, I was reaching into the outer boundaries, past the layer of the physical vitality and into his spirit.  The hard, bright light that made him who he was remained untouched, but the… the light, the energy, the radiation it gave off—that I could gather and draw away, grounding it out. 
 
    I focused on the crystal, trying to transform the energies stolen from the not-quite-energy-being into something my altar ego could use.  The crystal resonated with me, both of us thrumming like a high-voltage line.  Power flowed out of me in a nonspecific but definite direction—one not found in the normal three.  We had contact, albeit only faintly, but while it was insufficient for communication it served well enough for a channel of energies. 
 
    I kept a close eye on Rahýfel, gauging his spiritual force.  I figured losing anywhere from a third to a half would be sufficient to let a physical body survive, with help, for at least a normal span of years.  If I was wrong, then at least it would live longer… 
 
    Rahýfel made no complaint as the forces within him—or, more properly, of him—diminished.  He grunted and breathed rapidly as the process began, but beyond a clenching of his fists, he made no other sign.  When I felt we hit our target level, I withdrew my tendril and he relaxed.  I spent a moment finishing my power transfer and closing the connection. 
 
    He took a couple of deep breaths as the tension slowly left him.  He blinked a few times and sat up, carefully.  He rolled his shoulders and flexed his hands. 
 
    “I feel…” he trailed off.  “Better,” he decided.  “Smaller, somehow.  Weaker, but… less restricted?” 
 
    “Remember the man in the child’s clothes?  Your body isn’t as tight, now.  You fit into it better.  Plus, the healing spells are gaining ground.  You should improve for a while, possibly to full health.” 
 
    “Yes.  I can feel them working even as we speak.”  He swung his legs from the table and stood.  “Physically, I feel much stronger.  But within…” 
 
    “You’re still far more potent an entity than a normal human,” I cautioned.  “You aren’t as powerful as you were, so be cautious about your spells until you calibrate yourself again.” 
 
    “I shall.  Now, what may I do for you, Al of the House of Shadow and Flame?  You have come down from a high place, or so I perceive, and have offered advice and aid.  You have asked nothing of me in return.” 
 
    “Not a thing,” I agreed, wondering at the name of my House.  How much did he see when he locked eyes with my altar ego?  No, what did he see?  “I only wanted to know how you felt about the Temple and about your personal ascension.  Since we’re not going to be at odds when I kick some clerical backside, I have everything I wanted from you.” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Really.  I try not to antagonize religions or wizards unless absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “A wise policy,” he agreed.  “If I do decide, eventually, to undertake the transformation, will you be willing to assist me?” 
 
    “Of course.  Bear in mind, though, it isn’t easy, and it’s not guaranteed.” 
 
    “I will evaluate the risks as my power grows again to such a point.”  As he spoke, he put his hands inside his sleeves.  My vision reflexively took note of the energies involved.  He’d been holding something in each hand during the procedure.  Now he replaced them in his sleeves.  I wondered what they were.  Defensive devices?  Magical weapons?  I saw they were powerful, but I didn’t have the opportunity to examine them.  Even in my brief glimpse, the enchantments on his robes fuzzed them out. 
 
    “Wonderful,” I said, ignoring the devices.  If he wasn’t going to use them, did it really matter what they were?  “Well, I’ve done all I came for.  I’ll bid you good evening and be on my way.” 
 
    “So quickly?  I had thought to take instruction from you on the details of my possible decision.” 
 
    “And I’ll be happy to discuss all the options with you—later.  I came here as part of something else.  Now that we’re sorted out, I have to finish it.  Then we can have another sit-down and talk.” 
 
    “You do intend to tell me what you know of these matters?” he pressed. 
 
    “Of course!  How else are you going to make an informed decision?” 
 
    “Very well.  I have seen your heart, as you have seen mine, so I believe you.” 
 
    “Good!” I lied, realizing he had a look at my altar ego, not at me.  “You enjoy your time.  I’ll be back.”  I headed for the door. 
 
    “Wait.  Please.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What if you are killed in the… what did you call it?  The kicking of clerical backsides?” 
 
    “You mean, what happens if my physical form is rendered uninhabitable and I’m forced to exist on a higher plane?” 
 
    “Yes.”  He blinked and I saw the realization hit him.  “Oh.” 
 
    “Yes.  ‘Oh’.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of it in such a light.” 
 
    “There you go.  You’ll get your answers, regardless.” 
 
    “Then I shall show you out.” 
 
    I didn’t like the way he said it.  It gave the impression I might not be able to leave if he didn’t allow it.  Maybe I’m just oversensitive.  On the other hand, I cycled something like a third of his soul through my vampiric digestion.  I might have better insight into his character than I did before. 
 
    We ascended—one floor—and his… flunkies?  Co-wizards?  Apprentices?  More people met us as we came upstairs.  He hushed them, smiling, and showed me to the door.  The youngest of them, a late-teens young man, hurried ahead to unbolt, unbar, and unspell the door. 
 
    “I look forward to your return,” Rahýfel told me. 
 
    “I look forward to our future discussions,” I lied.  We parted on what might be called good terms and they shut the door behind me. 
 
    Bronze, still standing where I left her, turned her head and breathed a wispy cloud of pale yellow fire.  It outlined, rather than illuminated, a figure standing at her side.  He yelped and brushed rapidly at himself to ensure he wasn’t ignited. 
 
    “Well, now that I know you’re there,” I said, “perhaps you’d be so good as to drop the invisibility spell.” 
 
    I didn’t mention I was impressed.  Invisibility spells—good ones—are tricky, finicky, difficult pieces of work.  I wondered if they perfected a “messy bits” version and how difficult it was to get the proper bits.  This was a very good one.  I couldn’t tell if it hid him from my nonstandard visual ranges or if he wore other spells. 
 
    The wizard who appeared was the original doorman. 
 
    “We do not have much time,” he whispered.  “My absence will be noted before long.” 
 
    “Talk quickly, then.” 
 
    “Am I to understand the master will ascend to the realm of the gods and so become one?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He will be the god of wizards?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yet, for now, he is still mortal.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If he were to meet his mortal end now, would he instantly ascend?  Or might such a position of power be open for one who seeks it?” 
 
    “His spirit is still mighty,” I warned him.  “He could assume the mantle of godhood, I think, but no one can say for certain.  It would depend largely on the circumstances of his mortal death.  If he did not, it would be possible for someone else to take up the mantle, although it would be a long, difficult road to even reach were your master is now.” 
 
    “If such a one were to ask your aid in the endeavor—the ascension, I mean—would you still give it?” 
 
    “Of course.  But I must also advise caution,” I added, seizing Bronze’s saddlehorn and swinging up. 
 
    “Caution?  In what matter?” 
 
    “What do you call the magical distortion at the target end of your scrying spells?” I asked.  “The part appearing near the thing you wish to see?” 
 
    “It is the saskati.  Why?” 
 
    “Because one just disappeared from above us.” 
 
    His head snapped up, eyes wide, but there was nothing to see. 
 
    “Caution,” I added, “is a valuable quality.  Good luck to you.” 
 
    Bronze turned in place and we departed on blue-green lightning. 
 
      
 
    The trip back was something more than a thousand miles.  While Bronze could get me home before lunchtime—and, indeed, was perfectly willing to do so—I elected to take a gate shortcut for most of the way.  Since the front door of the city hall was abuzz with activity, I felt we should find another gate locus.  There wasn’t one immediately available, but there was considerable forest not too distant.  We shot down the road until we were well within the woods. 
 
    A gate locus doesn’t require much in the way of definition.  I generally prefer to use more permanent and elaborate gates with iridium and orichalcum, as well as built-in power crystals, mostly because those are less costly in personal energies.  On the other hand, two close trees and a third one, suitably stripped, to act as a crossbeam will work in a pinch.  I was twenty minutes building the thing, another ten casting the spell, and maybe five seconds in getting us through it. 
 
    If the things weren’t so magically expensive, I could revolutionize the transportation industry.  Heck, there was one time I nearly went to the Moon—involuntarily—and later, deliberately, to Mars!  When it comes down to it, there’s no reason I can’t go to another solar system or even another galaxy.  But it all comes back to how much do you want to move at a time, how often, and how much magic you want to spend. 
 
    I once wondered if it would be possible and worthwhile to explore one Earth universe.  Instead of various worlds of the multiverse, how about some straightforward space exploration?  Distant stars, strange planets, alien races, and galaxies far, far away.  I could look at blue giants, red giants, and white dwarfs.  I could stand on a comet.  I could get a look at Saturn’s rings, up close and personal.  I could find out how alien blood tastes. 
 
    I don’t even know if aliens are edible.  I don’t even know if there are aliens. 
 
    In the meantime, Bronze and I stepped out into Sarashda.  She carried me around for a bit while I gathered up power the hard way and prepared two spells. 
 
    As we passed, I considered the Temple.  I didn’t see anything to stop me from walking in, killing anything in a robe, and searching the place.  I knew better than to try.  I didn’t see the low-power glow of the Temple’s celestial charge, but I didn’t see the Vatican’s holy ground, either.  It’s been a while, though, and I’m growing more familiar with the energies involved.  Would I see something if I looked for it?  Maybe.  But it might involve sticking my head inside the holy reactor to see if it’s running.  I don’t like that sort of experiment. 
 
    The Temple is a circular structure with a dome roof.  The walls are thick to allow for statue niches on the inside, all around the perimeter.  No doubt the foundations are equally thick and sunk deep.  The dome, however, cannot be as thick as the walls, nor can it be of uniform thickness.  It must be thinner at the top, to save weight and allow the structure to support itself. 
 
    While the Temple grounds have shielding from scrying—to preserve the privacy of the priests, I presume—they do not have the more general shielding to prevent the casting of spells within the environs.  I think this is to facilitate their hired wizards’ abilities, rather than any lack of concern.  I appreciated this, of course, when we walked by on the street and I cast my spells at the Temple. 
 
    The first was an architectural spell and quite helpful to their dome.  The crown of the dome would thin even more as stone slowly flowed downward, reducing the top weight as it redistributed lower down.  It wouldn’t bring down the dome.  There simply wasn’t enough power.  But it would make the roof eggshell thin.  It wouldn’t be noticeable from the inside, of course, and it would actually help the structural integrity of the dome, overall. 
 
    The second spell went down into the foundation.  Whatever sort of foundation it might have, the masonry extended down into the ground.  An inch or so below ground level, however, stones would find themselves dividing gradually in two.  It wouldn’t affect the building.  It would stand as it was, unchanged.  But it would be like a man standing on ice, held in place by balance rather than mechanical force.  Friction and the surrounding earth would be the only thing preventing someone of sufficient strength from pushing on the structure and sliding it in any direction. 
 
    I doubted I could do it.  Bronze could, but I didn’t plan for her to even try. 
 
    Bronze paused in our promenade along the street.  She deliberately put one hoof on the Temple grounds.  Nothing untoward happened.  Clearly, she was willing to carry me if I couldn’t walk. 
 
    “No,” I told her, wistfully.  “Too much can go wrong.  I can’t play ‘The Floor Is Lava’ while no one else does.” 
 
    We continued on by, turned a corner, and hurried west from there. 
 
      
 
    The approaching army, such as it was, had a few major weaknesses.  First and foremost, it was not a unified force.  While they were marching under a single banner, so to speak, they were really a bunch of individual units marching in the same direction.  When they encamped for the night, they were strung out for miles along the road.  There was no sense of overall organization, only clusters of tents.  While they did post some sentries, most of their faith was obviously placed in the fact they were an army and no one would dare to attack them. 
 
    Bronze went into stealth mode with me.  We whispered through the camp at the best speed I could handle—maybe thirty miles an hour, considering what I wanted to do.  I put a spectrum-shifter on her to change her flames down to a non-visible spectrum.  This doesn’t make them invisible, since they still exist.  All it does is make them black instead of shining brightly.  For a run through an enemy camp, this was good enough.  She dappled her coat with blotches and shades of grey, and I had my Saber of Sharpness in hand. 
 
    Our course took us down the road, weaving occasionally from side to side to attack the parked supply wagons en passant.  I gripped the saddlehorn and leaned far over to take off large slices of wagon wheels.  We missed a few on the left side of the road—switching back and forth at speed on the twisty road wasn’t always possible—but we immobilized most of them.  I aimed for the hubs and ruined two wheels per wagon, sometimes along with an axle.  Bronze breathed dark flames on some of them. 
 
    Firebrand, meanwhile, focused its attention behind us as we passed by, manipulating campfires, lamps, lanterns, torches, even whatever wagon contents Bronze ignited.  Anything already on fire decided to burn with supernatural intensity.  Lamps became balls of flame and whatever fuel remained scattered around the vicinity.  Whatever burning coals touched caught fire exceptionally quickly.  Torches blazed white and half-exploded, scattering burning fragments everywhere.  Tents, bedding, camp stools, random gear, all of it added to the spreading conflagration. 
 
    My goal was to inconvenience the hell out of everyone by destroying materiel, but I didn’t scorn to spread a net of invisible tendrils ahead to slow the reactions and responses of people we approached.  It’s demoralizing to wake up tired in the middle of an attack.  I let them run on autopilot while I focused most of my attention on slicing wheels. 
 
    Behind us, we left a trail of equipment in various stages of broken or burning or both. 
 
    As with the last time we did a long run through an army on the road, we managed to stay ahead, or not far behind the spreading alarm.  Part of it was due to our near-invisibility in the dark, but most of it was due to the twists and turns of the local road.  Upcoming sentries didn’t have a good line of sight, so they didn’t see the approaching disturbance.  They heard shouts in the distance and came to attention, but it was too late.  We ran into and through a little resistance, but armed men scrambling around in the road aren’t even an obstacle.  Bronze normally takes great care to avoid stepping on people.  When necessary, however, people are really no worse to her than squirrels are to cars.  It takes a lot of squirrels to stop a car and they never had enough nuts in one place. 
 
    We passed a lovely campsite, complete with travel wagons, rather than cargo wagons.  I desperately wanted to stop and inflict harm, but I thought it would be better to finish the run.  The temptation to reduce the commanders’ and the wizards’ mobile homes—possibly even any priests’—to immobile shacks was a strong one, but I gritted my interlocking teeth and kept on with the task at hand. 
 
    Firebrand devoted some attention to them, though.  Flames erupted inside half of them. 
 
    Lamps? I asked. 
 
    Dunno, Firebrand admitted.  Incense, heating braziers, oil lamps, candles—does it matter? 
 
    The flames brightened, turning white-hot, then dimmed to normal fires as we continued along our path.  Screaming followed us. 
 
    I suppose not, I admitted, as a burning figure in what was once a nightshirt emerged, banshee-wailing, out of one wagon. 
 
    At the far end of the army—if I may call it that—we paused to look back along the road.  We couldn’t see much of the line for the curves in the road, but there was enough fire, smoke, screaming, and running around to be gratifying. 
 
    I’m game for a return trip, Firebrand suggested. Bronze tossed her head, snorted black flames, and pawed a trench in the dirt road. 
 
    “No,” I vetoed.  “They’re all awake and grumpy.  They’ll be up the rest of the night, too.  Tomorrow, they’ll have to figure out how to continue with half or less of their wagons.” 
 
    Half?  We nailed way more than half, Boss. 
 
    “But I only hit about half their wheels,” I pointed out.  “They’ll consolidate.  They probably have a few spare wheels, too.  It’s okay.  We’ve delayed and demoralized them.” 
 
    What good is that?  They’re still going to come after you. 
 
    “Two things.  First, from my perspective.  I think it was Sun Tzu who said, ‘Excellence consists in breaking the enemy’s resistance without fighting.’” 
 
    But you just did. 
 
    “I’m not excellent, just moderately good.  The point he was trying to make is not to put a premium on killing, but to focus on defeating the enemy.  Attacking his will to fight, rather than his fighters.” 
 
    So you say.  They won’t fight if they’re all dead.  Not unless their necromancers are really good. 
 
    “And second,” I continued, ignoring Firebrand, “from your perspective.  If they keep coming, as you note, whoever’s left—whoever hasn’t gotten the message—will roll up to Bridgefort and we’ll have to kill them.  But there will be fewer of them.” 
 
    Oh.  Well, that’s all right, then.  We can kill the stupid ones. 
 
    “I thought you might like that.”
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    I had to persuade the guards at Bridgefort I was allowed to come in.  They thought—and I approved of their thinking—that I might be an imposter.  Velina called me on the mirror and confirmed my identity before calling the guard captain.  They lowered the drawbridge and I watched, giving serious thought to how to make it harder to overcome.  We might put a layer of rubber on the outside of the bridge—the bottom of the drawbridge—and face that with a layer of sheet metal.  It would act as a bit of cushion against a ram.  I considered how I’d go about getting the right kind of rubber and what sheet metal to use. 
 
    We detoured to Terauda, the village with all the metalworks, to pick up my message spear.  They did a fine job of it, even to the steel head.  It would be almost perfect as it was.  It only needed a few minor tweaks and a couple of spells.  I handled the inscription back at the keep and got to work on the spells.  One of them inscribed letters of fire on the haft of the spear. 
 
    They’ll get the message, but they won’t get the joke:  “Surrender Leisel.” 
 
    But getting all that ready was last night.  This morning is a bit sticky and humid, but unavoidably so.  According to the spies, the oncoming forces are notcoming forces, at least for the moment.  It’s uncertain how much they’ve been delayed, but they’re sorting themselves out.  It may buy us another day or two. 
 
    I used the time to call Naskarl on the mirror.  There followed the usual delay in getting him to it.  When he did sit down, he had a bland smile and no words. 
 
    “Hello,” I offered.  He nodded acknowledgement.  “I couldn’t help but notice we haven’t spoken of our tentative arrangement.” 
 
    “This is true.  I really haven’t seen any reason to.” 
 
    “May I ask why?” 
 
    “You have a magic mirror,” he pointed out.  “I am certain you know why.” 
 
    “I can think of a few reasons.  On the other hand, I’d like to know yours.  Which one do you think will piss me off the least?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “I mean,” I told him, leaning forward, “I’m about to crush an invasion of my valley.  Whether or not I’m angry enough afterward to crush you and your House will depend largely on why you’re sitting on your fat ass, pretending there’s nothing to talk about.” 
 
    “How brazen.”  He stifled a yawn. 
 
    “You know, I have to remind myself you don’t know who I am.  You don’t fear me like you should.” 
 
    Naskarl lost his disinterested affect and leaned forward to match me. 
 
    “Now you listen to me,” he hissed.  “You’re some pipsqueak, would-be lord of the hinterlands, trying to walk in the footsteps of the founders of the Empire.  The Temple has ruled against your pretentious attempt to advance yourself.  Thousands of warriors are marching on your ragged little settlement to bring it to heel and place it under the jurisdiction and control of the Empire.  Any deal you might try to make is vain and foolish.  You are the one about to be crushed, and I am only thankful we did not come to terms beforehand.  It saves me from having to go before a mahrani and a priest to dissolve some agreement. 
 
    “It also pleases me to see your arrogance repaid as it should.  Not only for your assaults and insults to my House, but your overweening pride in presuming you could rise, in your own person, to the highest ranks of men!  You will die, as is proper, and your soul will be reborn as the lowliest beggar that crawls in a gutter.  I might hope you are someday kicked into the offal by the boots of a scion of House Sarcana, but I would not foul them with your stink to do you such an honor.” 
 
    We glared at each other for several seconds while I reminded myself I had bigger problems.  When I spoke, I like to think I kept my tone in check. 
 
    “I’m still curious as to your reasons for not calling me back,” I told him.  “Because you’re a lackey to the Temple?  Or you simply don’t think I’m in a position to fulfill my end of the bargain?  We were on our way to a deal despite your personal dislike, so I assume it wasn’t a sufficient reason on its own.” 
 
    “You still pretend this is of material concern?  With the forces of the Temple investing your territory?” 
 
    “They haven’t invested it yet.  They’re still on the road.  They’ve had some delays.  Have you spoken with them recently?”  I leaned back in my chair again and smiled my best unnerving smile.  It’s the teeth that make people nervous.  They aren’t obviously pointed, so only a dentist would realize what was off about them, but there’s a subliminal wrongness and it triggers something in the predator awareness functions of the brain.  Naskarl frowned, clearly not pleased with the news. 
 
    “Is this why you’ve called?” he asked.  “To trouble me to answer an irrelevant question?” 
 
    “Is it irrelevant?” I asked.  “Your fate depends on your answer.” 
 
    “This conversation is pointless.” 
 
    “Close the connection,” I invited.  “I’ll assume the worst and take no apology, conciliation, or reparations.  And when I do send the Temple forces screaming back up the road to Sarashda, it will be too late for you to answer.” 
 
    He hesitated.  In his mind, he knew the army sent out from Sarashda was capable of taking the valley, but he couldn’t shake the little, nagging doubt.  Maybe it was the confidence in my tone.  Maybe he simply wasn’t all that brave.  Maybe it was the teeth.  Sometimes I like my teeth. 
 
    Whatever the reason, he only hesitated for a moment.  He severed the connection. 
 
    “I guess this means you’re not open to a deal for withdrawing your support,” I said to rippling afterimages in the mirror.  It steadied down into my reflection and I shook my head. 
 
    I’m going to do something unkind to that man. 
 
    In the meantime, I need to fire some warning shots. 
 
      
 
    The weather in Sarashda was somewhat worse than in the valley.  The sky had a faint yellow-green cast to it and that pre-storm smell.  The sky was clear, or mostly, except for two sharp lines of clouds moving at different altitudes.  The weather was cooking along quite nicely for my taste. 
 
    I took a deep breath of the air as I opened a small gate and dropped the spear through.  Spells guided it to the target—the center of the dome of the Temple.  It parted the stone like butter and vanished into the Temple.  If all went as planned, it hit the floor, buried itself several inches, produced a thunderclap bordering on a small bomb, and quivered there for everyone to see with letters of fire glowing along its length.  “Surrender Leisel,” with no mention of who the message was from or what any consequences for failure might be. 
 
    I couldn’t control if it hit a priest on the way to the floor, but that was at least partially why it produced a thunderclap when it hit.  When it came to a stop, the thunderclap effect would slam anyone on the central platform several feet away, as well as blast the remains of anyone impaled on it into so much bloody hamburger and gristle.  Mostly, though, it was an attention-grabber in case anyone wasn’t watching the platform when it hit.  If it impaled a priest, doubly so. 
 
    The gods are angry.  One of them, anyway. 
 
    With the opening salvo out of the way, I turned my attention to some skywriting.  My initial idea was to use actual skywriting, either channeling water vapor through spell-based structures to spell out a message, or to simply put a large, simple illusion in the sky.  Either way, there would be a fair amount of power expenditure and the upcoming storm effects might not leave enough in my budget.  If I put a simple refraction spell and spectrum-shifter up there, shaped like the letters of a message, that would also work, but, dang it, on the scale I wanted—high up, just under the cloud layer, yet easily legible from the ground—would still be a moderately-large power outlay. 
 
    Can I make it self-powered?  No, not really.  Setting it up to draw in ambient magical energy and slowly replicate itself was possible, but the weather is a process, not an event.  I can’t just put the weather on hold, so I have a bit of a deadline.  However… 
 
    In the near future, there would be lightning dancing through the skies over Sarashda.  Some letter-shaped fields of altered conductivity—that is, the equivalent of a giant neon sign—could be temporarily illuminated by a lightning charge.  With a small power converter, some of the lightning could be diverted as magic for the spell and the rest of it could light up the sign. 
 
    I tested the idea in the lab, first.  It worked in the small scale tests.  Moving from small-scale to large-scale was quite a leap, though.  It ought to work, but it would take some adjustment before I had godlike glowing letters of heaven’s fire demanding Leisel be surrendered. 
 
    Then again, this only works during a storm.  Most people have sense enough to get in out of the rain.  This is a message, damn it!  People have to see it.  If god pastes a glowing message in the sky and no one sees it, is it really a message?  How do I get people to look up into a storm, rather than down to avoid puddles? 
 
    I gave it some thought while I tested my spell.  The thunderstorm approaching Sarashda was coming in over the ocean, so no one should observe the testing process.  I opened a small gate into the thunderstorm and did some medium-scale tests.  And yes, I had a grounding spell between me and the gate.  I may be a fool, but I’m not a complete fool. 
 
      
 
    Velina called and wanted instructions.  Bronze courteously offered to pick her up from Bridgefort and deliver her to me.  I accepted.  Shortly thereafter, Velina and I consulted over the sand table while evaluating the enemy dispositions.  She wanted to send out an attack force, but not the assault Tessera wanted. 
 
    “We can’t attack them with any success,” Velina told me.  “We can harry them.” 
 
    “Tessera wants to get into a fight?” 
 
    “Yes.  We shouldn’t, but the alternative is to let them come to us and demand our surrender.” 
 
    “Wait.  What do you mean?” 
 
    “If they get even half that force to the other end of the bridge, they can demand surrender.  They have clear superiority and they can take Bridgefort.  We need someone out there to harass them.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.  Why would we surrender?  And why is a harassing force so important?” 
 
    “Because they have the superior force,” Velina explained, with the air of a professional trying to make a somewhat dense superior understand something technical.  “If they move into position and we don’t have anything still mobile, we lose.” 
 
    At last, realization permeated the thick, bony shell around my brain. 
 
    “You seem to be laboring under a misapprehension,” I told her.  “We’re not surrendering, and they can’t take Bridgefort.” 
 
    “With all those troops?” 
 
    “With three times those troops,” I assured her.  “They may be able to destroy the drawbridge, maybe even get men inside the fort, but I guarantee the survivors will run screaming in terror.” 
 
    Velina cocked her head at me. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve never…” she trailed off, still looking at me.  “I remember when you killed Tobar.” 
 
    “Yes?  Are the Ak’anthai in that mob, somewhere?  What’s their banner look like?” 
 
    “They have a contingent, yes.  Not what I meant.” 
 
    “Oh.  Sorry.  You were saying?” 
 
    “I’ve seen you angry.  You’re angry now.” 
 
    “I’m being continually beset by hostile forces when all I want is a quiet little place to myself.  It frustrates me and pisses me off, yes.  I’m also annoyed that Leisel has been stolen and I’m further annoyed at the lengths I have to go to in order to get her back—which may not work, I might add, and if it doesn’t, I’ll go to even greater lengths to punish those responsible.  I’m more short-tempered than I used to be, which further angers me, and I’m trying desperately to not give in to it.  So, yeah, I might be detectably angry!  Given the situation, I think getting a little angry is not only justified but called for!  Is that going to be a problem?!” 
 
    “No, sir!” 
 
    I ran a hand over my face and took a breath.  Velina wasn’t backing away, but she was ready to head for the door.  I checked my shadow and it was misbehaving.  I growled softly at it and it settled down. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I apologize.  You’re correct.  I’m upset and angry.  Please forgive me for being snappish.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said to my shadow.  I cleared my throat to get her attention. 
 
    “You observed I was angry.  Please finish your observation.” 
 
    “I think I was leading up to something.  I believe you.  When you say the survivors will run away.  You say it like you don’t think there will be many.” 
 
    “If it comes to cases, I’ll try not to kill them all.  But I won’t promise about how many I kick over the wall and into the gorge.” 
 
    “Now you sound like you’ve done this before.” 
 
    “There’s a lot I’ve done before and I’m hoping not to do again,” I told her, darkly. 
 
    “But… an army?” 
 
    “Velina, I’m good at a lot of things, terrible at even more.  I’m a great wizard, a mediocre god, an indifferent king, an absent father, and a lousy human being.  The one thing I do exceptionally well, above and beyond anything else, is kill things.  People, generally.  I’m not exactly proud of the fact, but there it is.  I’m not a solider, not a captain, not a general.  I’m a killer.  And when it comes right down to it, you win a war if everyone on the other side is killed.  It may not be the best way to win the argument, but it permits no refutation. 
 
    Huzzah! 
 
    Shut UP, Firebrand. 
 
    “Now,” I finished, changing the subject, “what else is there?” 
 
    Velina, I was happy to see, accepted the change of subject. 
 
    “Renata’s not happy.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She’s not allowed to fight.” 
 
    “Well, that’s hardly surprising is it?” 
 
    “No, sir.  That far along, she’s stuck.  She still wants to contribute.” 
 
    “How would she feel about assembling crossbow bolts?” 
 
    “I’ll suggest it, but she really wants the kid out.” 
 
    “Tell her the first and foremost duty she has is to finish making a child.  She’s almost done anyway, so all she needs is a little more patience.  When she’s done, then we can decide what to do with it—and with her.  I’ve gone to enormous trouble to allow her to keep the kid and I’m not having all that effort wasted at this late stage.  I’ll allow her to do other duties if they don’t interfere with her current one.” 
 
    “I’ll tell her.” 
 
    “And have her assigned to duty in the keep.  I know you’ve posted guards and reserves at the villages, but I want her inside the fortification against the chance some mountaineers sneak in to cause trouble.  She’ll be released when she’s no longer carrying a spare person into combat.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    I dialed up god and quizzed him. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said, sarcastically, when I asked about underground caverns. 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “Help with the proto-deity, remember?” 
 
    “I remember.  Sorry.  Press of events.  Thank you for your help.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  Thing is, I haven’t had much force left over.  I haven’t had a chance to go looking.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for pushing you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” he assured me.  “How goes the war?” 
 
    “The army won’t be here until day after tomorrow, at the absolute earliest.  It will probably be even longer, what with the rain.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.  I’m sorry I can’t be more help.” 
 
    “It’s okay.  I’ll figure something out or just forego the simulated earthquake.” 
 
    “Would it be worthwhile to try and grease the fault lines?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well,” he said, thoughtfully, “there are mountain ranges around here.  Sarashda sits between one big range and a smaller branch of it.  At a guess, there’s at least two crustal plates involved, maybe three.  Would it be worthwhile to do your stone-shaping spell to loosen or smooth out the boundary between the plates, effectively lubricating them and encouraging them to move?” 
 
    “Possibly.  With a self-replicating spell, appropriate condition operators, and enough time, I don’t see why it wouldn’t work.  Trouble is, there are reasons I don’t want to do it.” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “It’ll take more time than I have, I think.  It’ll also be unpredictable.  It could be huge, or it might be only a tremor.  I can’t decide when it happens, either, or exactly where.  It could fold up the valley I’m in like slapping shut a book.  And, most important, I don’t know enough about geology, earthquakes, crustal plates and faults, or anything else involved to set up the spell properly.” 
 
    “All good points,” he agreed. 
 
    “Whereas setting off big, underground explosions means I can control the force, minimize the casualties, and time it with some precision.” 
 
    “I’m sold, I’m sold.  Do it your way.  You’re closer to the ground than I am.” 
 
    “No kidding.  How are things on the upper planes?” 
 
    “Exhausting.  I’m still recovering from our encounter with the proto-god of wizards.  It’ll be a few days.  I’m glad I have my shelter built and some defenses up.  Speaking of which, how did the discussion go?” 
 
    I filled him in on the conversation and he looked thoughtful. 
 
    “I could try talking to him,” he offered.  “He’s halfway attuned to the energies involved.  It might even help him get a better feel for the eventual change.  Assuming he wants to ascend.” 
 
    “Save your efforts,” I advised.  “He wants to enjoy the pleasures of the flesh for a while, yet.  Besides, I may need you sharp soon.  No doubt I’ll need heavenly advice when the army shows up.” 
 
    “I’ll be here.” 
 
    “I hope I will.”  I signed off and turned my attention to my mirror.  I had another call to make, but the mirror was already active.  One of Leisel’s subordinates looked out at me.  She had both hands over her mouth as though to prevent any noise.  Her eyes were wide enough to show whites all around. 
 
    “Yes?” I prompted.  She shivered.  “Whatever you saw or heard, I forgive you.  Take a breath.  Now, you called me on the mirror for a reason.  State it!” 
 
    “My lord, Renata is about to be delivered of her child.” 
 
    “Good!” I told her, smiling in the friendliest fashion I knew.  “See?  That wasn’t so bad.  Tell Renata I wish I could attend.  I have things coming together I can’t put off.  Thank you for keeping me apprised.” 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    I signed off and took a few minutes to set up a ringer and answer mode.  No more random calls connecting automatically.  I fired it up to make a call of my own.  Hazir’s features rippled into clarity. 
 
    “My friend!  I had all but given up hope my message might reach you in time!” 
 
    “What message?” 
 
    “Is not your call about the forces marching from Sarashda?” 
 
    “No.  Yes.  Sort of.  What message?” 
 
    “I attempted to reach you and spoke to one of your servants, warning you of the gathering of forces by the Temple.” 
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    “The twenty-ninth, I believe.” 
 
    “Aha.  I was out, incognito, and didn’t have my mirror on me.  I would have thought someone would have given me the message when I got back, though.” 
 
    “Alas, not all servants are as dependable as one wishes.” 
 
    “Speaking of dependable…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I hope I can depend on you, not as a servant, but a friend with mutual interests.” 
 
    “I would be only too happy to lead a force against the flanks of your enemies, but there is no such force available.  You have dispersed those who might have taken your coin and served you in this matter.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.  And the Temple has hired everyone else.  The Temple’s army isn’t what I’m worried about.” 
 
    “You are not?” he asked, surprised. 
 
    “No, I can deal with those idiots.  It’s the idiots inside the Temple I have a problem with.” 
 
    “Speak on, for you interest me strangely.” 
 
    “An old friend of mine, a professional singer and musician and storyteller by the name of Linnaeus, taught me that events are often not significant in themselves, but significant by what people say of them.” 
 
    “Rumor is a wild beast, ridden only by the lucky and brave—and, as often, tramples even those underfoot.” 
 
    “Yes.  In this case, however, maybe we can have rumor stomp on some priestly toes even if I’m not riding it.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Earlier today, a warning was flung down from the heavens and into the Temple of Sarashda.  Heard of it?” 
 
    “There was some disturbance, but I have not heard specifics.” 
 
    “It was me.  It’s a spear of iron with burning letters, descended through the Temple roof in a clap of thunder, ordering the priests of surrender Leisel.  It’s the subtle warning.  Tonight, they’ll get an unsubtle warning when letters of heavenly fire appear in the sky, still ordering Leisel’s surrender.  If they ignore both warnings, the wrath of the gods will make itself apparent.” 
 
    Hazir gave me a peculiar expression. 
 
    “My friend, as you know, my religious leanings are, perhaps, not entirely congruent with the norm.  I must question whether it is wise to mock the gods.  Mortals—mortals not priests,” he corrected, “do not presume to the wrath of the gods.” 
 
    “The priests targeted me with an assassin, used the assassin as a targeting point for their hired wizard and so kidnapped Leisel, encouraged Naskarl to attack me, used me as a decoy to manipulate the less-faithful to reveal themselves, and declared a Temple vendetta against my House.  If they’ve killed Leisel, I’ll give everyone two days to get as far away from Sarashda as possible before it sinks into a lake of fire.  Any questions?” 
 
    Hazir blinked for several seconds, marshalling his thoughts. 
 
    “What is it you wish me to do?” 
 
    “It occurs to me it’s likely to storm tonight.  Most people don’t stand around in the rain, admiring the letters of fire in the sky.  Someone should notice them, bring it to the attention of others, and suggest the gods want this Leisel person, whoever she is, released from whatever custody she’s in.” 
 
    “I believe someone might arrange for this.” 
 
    “Need anything from me?” 
 
    “I hesitate to ask for money, but it would be of great help if I could more easily hire individuals—” 
 
    “Hold on.  And get a sack or a box or something.” 
 
    While he found a container, I popped down to the treasury and found a double handful of gold coins.  At my instruction, he held the mirror over the mouth of the sack.  I opened a gate between the two, funneled gold through, and returned it to scrying mode. 
 
    “Will that cover it?” 
 
    “This will be more than required.” 
 
    “Keep the rest.  Let me know if you need more.  Right now, I have many things to do.” 
 
    “And I have a busy day ahead of me.  Farewell.” 
 
    We signed off and I went up to my workroom to do some cross-universal thievery.  You never know when you’re going to need enough explosives to knock down a Temple.  Well, almost never.  It only took one gate.  Apparently, there are places where one can find an entire demolitions kit—explosives, detonators, the works—in one handy-to-grab package.  Granted, it’s not a lot of explosive, but judging from the olive drab color of the case, I’m guessing it’s meant as a way to take down a bridge or blow up materiel to keep it out of enemy hands.  Something of that nature. 
 
    Then it was time to crank up the Ring of Spying and send it out looking for underground locations for huge explosions. 
 
    The trouble with my search for underground locations wasn’t the locations, themselves.  Any open space would do.  Inside a geode.  The hollow under a rock.  Even a water channel would do.  Anywhere I could manifest a small gate and push through a micro-nuke.  No, the trouble was finding them in relation to other points.  First, it had to be a mile or more from Sarashda for the shockwave to have a suitable earthquake-like feel to it.  Second, it had to be at least deep enough to contain the explosion—an uncertain depth, since I wasn’t sure how big the explosions would need to be.  And, third, it had to be parked under nothing inhabited.  I didn’t want to turn a farmstead into a radioactive sinkhole if I had any choice. 
 
    After a while, I connected my Ring of Spying to my sand table again and used it to map out hollow spaces in the earth all around Sarashda.  The ground level rose to accommodate the new view and various tiny dots appeared, hovering in three dimensions, everywhere my ring’s gate made a hit.  There were a surprising number of hollow spots, at least to me.  I suppose being in between two mountain ranges accounted for a lot of them.  With a catalogue to choose from, I could place rings around Sarashda, rings around other populated areas, and mark off a minimum depth.  Anything outside all the exclusion zones was fair game. 
 
    Which, of course, put all the available detonation points out of bounds.  Oh, sure, I could make up for it with bigger charges, but I would have to increase the size of the safety margin… 
 
    I can’t even use nuclear weapons to intimidate.  There must be something wrong with me.  I would think being a nuclear power—the only one in the world!—would at least let me scare the locals, but no, I can’t even do that right. 
 
    Well, if all else fails, I might manage something more pedestrian.  I have gravity-shifting spells.  If I put three of them at the points of a triangle around the Temple, I can shift randomly between the three of them and it will be like the ground keeps tilting.  It won’t be as pronounced as when Bronze and I use them—it’s a much larger area to be affected—but even five or six degrees of see-sawing in various ways is enough to make people panic.  And that’s what I’m after:  Priestly panic! 
 
    Next up was my Ring of Spying’s many gates.  When I redesigned it, I thickened it, making it a hefty, man-sized ring.  All around the circumference, there are tiny holes, running parallel to my finger.  If I held it up, I could look through the ring and through the twenty or so iridium-lined holes I would use as gates.  And I had a terrible thought. 
 
    What would happen if I had an incoming gate and it locked on to one of my rings?  Judging by experience, I’d lose a finger!  Of course, most people aren’t sending ring-sized gates in my direction, but I use a lot of gate spells of small-to-tiny sizes.  What if I make a mistake?  It’s not likely, but the longer I go, the more likely it is I’ll have an accident.  So I rigged the mini-gates around the ring to have priority.  Anything coming my way would redirect to the ring, which could then either forward the connection to another magical device—say, the iridium-lined ring in my mirror’s frame—or hold the connection if it didn’t have a specific destination. 
 
    I put the ring on again.  My finger itched underneath it.  Purely psychological, I’m sure, but the itch didn’t mind. 
 
    I set the individual micro-gates to cycling, each dialing for an Earth world where I established a dynamo farm.  Tick, tick, tick, tick.  Some of them were bound to leapfrog forward, producing days or weeks of power for my altar ego in a few moments.  Although, if I remember right, power produced in other worlds isn’t as readily useful.  I’m not sure how it works, exactly, but he’s happy to have it.  So, on the principle of “more is better,” I powered them for ten minutes or so of sequential firing while I considered what I had yet to do. 
 
    With my altar ego boosted by some unknown amount, and my finger-safety system engaged, I got busy.  There were a lot of things to get ready by sunset. 
 
      
 
    That night, on a tall hill outside Sarashda, almost into the Razikian Range, Modric, of some House or other, mostly raised pigs and goats, but he farmed enough to outdo the garden in back of Applewood Hall.  Bronze and I showed up, paid him quite a lot of money, and told him not to come back until morning.  He stuffed some belongings in a sack and started toward Sarashda.  I redirected him toward a neighbor’s house—one farther away. 
 
    I cut lines in the dirt and, with a little help from my quantum crystal, attuned them to my altar ego.  Waste not, after all.  Sacrificing animals to power my spell might not draw out of them the same forces he would use if they were sacrificed on an altar.  If he could get his share of it, more power to him.  Couldn’t hurt, anyway. 
 
    With wand in one hand, power crystals in pouches around my waist, and a whole line of pigs and goats rendered unconscious by tendrils of darkness, I got down to the serious business of spilling blood. 
 
    I was reminded of the Hand compound in Telen.  Pigs and goats, this time, instead of sheep, but otherwise this was the second take.  I worried again about the use of sacrificial magic.  I’m told it takes a toll on the user, eating away at the soul of the spellcaster.  On the one hand, I wasn’t about to change a working formula.  On the other, would I even notice?  My soul is a ragged thing already.  What are a few more threads? 
 
    Most of my spells were already in place, parked wherever necessary by gates just large enough for the purpose.  The big issue, of course, was the weather.  I was going all-out for intimidation and the disapproval of the various gods.  My only question was whether or not the priests would believe it.  If they didn’t believe in their own gods—or if those of them who didn’t believe; they’re not all a bunch of clones.  I presume they have individual opinions—The ones who didn’t believe in their gods wouldn’t be as intimidated by the display.  It would merely be powerful spells, not the upcoming Wrath of God.  Then again, if they find out there’s a demon-wizard-whatever out there who can drop a tornado on them, maybe they’ll be intimidated, anyway.  As for those who did believe, even without regular contact with the divine, they would be likely to try and persuade the others to do what the gods wanted and let Leisel go. 
 
    Failing any of that, I was going to huff and puff and blow the Temple down with explosives.  I figured the Temple proper was the best choice.  I’ve been in it and there’s no offices, no rooms, no place to put someone.  I doubted they had a collection of cells underneath for heretics.  My bet was Leisel was kept in one of the other buildings.  And knocking down the Temple—if it came to that—would send a more direct message to the people of Sarashda and any surviving priests. 
 
    I raised my wand and began to conduct “Fugue for Atmospheric Duet in Major Blowhard,” with accompaniment in slit throats. 
 
    I should have brought a spear and magic helmet. 
 
    Winds rose.  Clouds massed.  Storm fronts marched toward each other.  The electric tingle in the air increased.  I’d forgotten how it felt to play with the weather like this.  Usually, I ignore the weather, aside from overheating or the rain making mud.  But this?  This was fun.  A wall of clouds advanced slowly northward, having been built over the ocean and drawn this way.  Winds raced over the Kasnakani Range, high up, cold and clear. 
 
    Thunder and lightning.  Very, very frightening.  Warm, humid air rose, chilled quickly, and fell back.  Rain fell with it in big, heavy drops, splattering.  Some hail pattered down, bouncing and shattering as it struck.  Lines of force and air came together with a rush and the rain stopped, leaving a coldness on the land, a darkness under a starless sky, broken only by flashes of angry lightning within the leaden sky. 
 
    Where two moving masses of air met, a turning movement began, a dance of swirling clouds.  Lightning flickered in the high air as differing air masses brushed against each other.  Thunder boomed, high up, as the growing rivers of lightning crackled and illuminated heaving masses of clouds from within.  Fiery letters appeared, as planned.  They faded in seconds, though, so I adjusted the spells, raising the conversion factor and tweaking the luminescence.  The next time lightning moved through them, they glowed for almost a minute.  Perfect. 
 
    I left things as they were for the moment, building up the momentum of the winds.  The swirling quickened, as though a god poked a finger in from above and started stirring, whirling faster and faster.  In the city, people should be looking up at the sky-fire letters and wondering.  If Hazir had anything to say about it, word would spread that the Temple was being ordered to surrender Leisel.  And, with the letters of heaven’s fire blazing again and again in the stormy sky, how could they not?  I waited five minutes… ten minutes… 
 
    My mirror was still dark and silent.  No one was trying to reach me—not directly, and not through any of my people in the valley. 
 
    All right.  Let’s take it up a notch. 
 
    The whirl of air in the high sky quickened further as it descended.  The circumstances were ideal, deliberately, for a tornado, so encouraging it wasn’t too difficult.  Most of the sacrificial energy in my spell went into controlling it as precisely as possible.  Rather than rampaging around the Temple compound, the cone touched down right on top of the Temple, surrounding it, whirling around the main building.  Both being circular, it didn’t have any corners to grab, just reliefs and carvings.  The Temple held firm, but anyone wanting in or out was likely to have a sudden and extremely uplifting experience, followed fairly quickly by a religious one. 
 
    I checked my mirror again and found it still inactive.  Nobody was trying to reach me.  I know the Temples employed wizards, probably quite a few of them.  I hoped I hadn’t destroyed so many of their scrying devices they were unwilling to use them on the Temple’s behalf… well, I sort of hoped.  Half-hoped.  It would be inconvenient at the moment, but gratifying, nonetheless. 
 
    With no response forthcoming, magical or mundane—from my vantage, I would have seen anyone screaming and waving his arms in the air—I started the gravity-bending spells cycling.  They fired off at random, running for one to three seconds, with the limitation they couldn’t fire unless one of the others wasn’t on.  This made for a rather chaotic shifting.  They were less effective than I anticipated, though.  The area to affect was much larger than me and a giant horse, so the effective “tilt” was closer to one or two degrees. 
 
    It still had to be disconcerting to anyone trying to stand. 
 
    I watched from my vantage for a bit, waiting for some sort of response.  There were still no calls on the mirror and I started to wonder what I’d have to do to get their attention. 
 
    Then Leisel came sailing out the front door, obviously flung out, to be snatched up by the tornado winds and whirled up into the sky. 
 
    I have a small predisposition to distrust religious authorities.  I admit it.  Most of the gods I know are self-centered brats with no fundamental kindness toward humans, only a pragmatic attitude toward their faith-producing cattle.  I don’t like them, I don’t like their policies, and I don’t like their representatives.  Nevertheless, I found myself intently disliking someone in that Temple.  I wasn’t even sure who, yet, but I would find out. 
 
    I lifted my wand and took a tighter grip on the reins of the storm.  The spells I used were as precise as I could make them and sufficient for anything I thought I would want to do.  Now, though, I wished I’d developed better ones.  I could move the tornado around, both up and down as well as side to side.  I hadn’t anticipated the need to control which way it spat out any given piece of debris! 
 
    I focused on Leisel as she gained altitude.  There would come a point where she was ejected from the rising air.  I wanted that point to be where her tangent trajectory launched her in my direction.  In that I had no steering wheel, only a gas pedal and brakes, I was not entirely successful.  She came sailing out of the tornado several thousand feet up, headed about thirty degrees off from a straight-line course for me.  I cursed in multiple languages and Bronze launched us into motion. 
 
    She was way up there when the tornado spat her out.  Call it three thousand meters.  The terminal velocity of a falling body is roughly fifty meters per second.  The time to impact would then be on the close order of sixty seconds.  Maybe a bit more if the weather cooperates and provides a trifle more updraft than one might expect. 
 
    Bronze hit the slope of our lookout hill like it was a ski jump, doing her own gravity-tilt trick to make it even steeper.  It was downhill all the way to Leisel’s projected impact, but I suspected we weren’t going to make it.  At her best, Bronze can manage maybe three miles in one minute, but only under absolutely ideal circumstances and with every possible advantage I can provide.  We had considerably more ground to cover and almost none of it on a straight and level roadway.  Cross-country, even in farmland, is far from ideal.  We tried anyway.  Bronze blew fire like a demon locomotive and left scorched and smoking hoofprints behind us to be extinguished by the light rain.  The scattered droplets hammered us like hailstones as we plowed through them.  She kept her eyes on the terrain and pounded out speed while I kept my eyes on Leisel and gauged her fall. 
 
    In the first five seconds, I confirmed what I feared.  We weren’t going to make it. 
 
    A dozen ideas flashed through my head.  Depending on how she lands and on what, can I fix the damage?  If she’s not bleeding too badly, maybe.  Can I hit her with a spell?  If she were to have no inertia, she would still fall at terminal velocity, but the impact would be harmless.  I can’t hit her with the spell from here, though.  It’s really only a touch-range kind of thing.  If I opened a mirror gate, could I get it on her as she fell past it?  Probably not.  It’s a complex spell and takes time to get it on the target.  Did I have anything simpler to slap on her as she went by to reduce her falling speed? 
 
    I tugged on Bronze’s mane.  She thundered to a stop as quickly as she could without unseating me.  I needed a stable platform to concentrate properly. 
 
    My scrying mirror flickered on, looking at Leisel.  Now that she was outside the Temple’s wards, it was simple enough.  I scanned forward and down, below her, moving the sensor like lightning, well in advance of her flight.  With a point defined in space, I issued instructions and opened the mirror as a gate, locking the point in place with a brute force. 
 
    A cloud of darkness slithered off my shoulders, poured through the gate, and fluttered away on the wind. 
 
    I slapped the gate shut and the mirror into my pocket.  I grabbed a handful of mane and Bronze rocketed forward again. 
 
    If my cloak could fly well enough to intercept her, if it could grab her in free fall, if it could spread enough to slow her, if, if, if. 
 
    Bronze crashed through something.  I was watching the sky, but I think it was a fence.  All I know is it was wooden and splintered and didn’t slow us down by so much as a single hoofbeat.  If I’d had attention to spare at the time, I’d have been glad the world was a bit wet and the flaming toothpicks wouldn’t start a serious fire. 
 
    The inky blot of my cloak stood out well—to me—against the swirling backdrop of grey clouds and lightning.  It did manage to get under her as she fell.  She hit it like a trapeze artist hitting the safety net, which was reassuring.  I’m not sure how smart my cloak is, or if it’s some extension of my altar ego, or if it’s a vitalized piece of negative space—whatever that is!—capable of responding to psychic commands.  I more than half feared she would simply vanish through it into the big empty.  I’d have to figure out how to get something back, and I’m not even sure how my cloak works in the first place.  Leisel hit it and it distorted as it stayed under her, flaring outward like a giant funnel.  Her fall slowed immediately and continued to slow as my cloak continued to expand.  It was an odd-shaped parachute, but it was working! 
 
    If a locomotive leaves a hilltop to travel six point eight miles while a falling object accelerates to terminal velocity from an altitude of ten thousand feet, how far away is the locomotive when the object hits the ground?  As if the problem wasn’t complex enough, at time t plus thirty seconds, assume terminal velocity decreases by fifty percent, then by an additional one percent of the current value per second until impact… 
 
    Doing these estimations in my head while galloping hell-for-leather through the night when Leisel might be plummeting to her death was also less than ideal.  I eyeballed it, decided we stood a chance, and slowly realized the shape of my cloak was altering.  It still acted as a parachute by creating drag, but it also flattened out, drawing the long, deep sack in the center back up and spreading the rest.  It was also rippling, becoming more wing-like than cone-like, and turning in our direction.  It veered against the wind like a hang glider, slowing almost to a stop in the air before deliberately diving to avoid a stall.  It curved around again, spiraling through the buffeting winds as it descended, always a little more toward us on every loop. 
 
    Bronze slowed as we approached, uncertain how to handle this.  I gave her directions and we chased after my flying cloak, holding a straight, steady course while it circled around and approached us from behind.  I grabbed upward with invisible tendrils, my cloak steered toward me and folded up… and Leisel landed in my arms, like a child in a blanket. 
 
    She wheezed, shivering, and croaked two words in amazement. 
 
    “Not right now,” I demurred.  “Later, when we have more privacy and comfort than a wet field.” 
 
    “What have you done?” she rasped, still shaking.  Soaking wet and recently at ten thousand feet?  I started to wonder about hypothermia as well as the sudden altitude changes.  What’s the safe limit on a skydive without air tanks? 
 
    “More than I should have, possibly, but what I felt needful.  Can you ride?” 
 
    “I’ll crawl if I have to.” 
 
    I took the opportunity to examine her for injuries.  Aside from a few burns and some breakage of smaller bones, it was mostly inconveniences and indignities, which did my temper no good whatsoever.  Her high-altitude flight did her no lasting harm, merely gave her a profound sense of mortality.  No doubt she was suffering from shock, but I can deal with shock.  I did my magical first aid right there, holding her sideways on Bronze’s back. 
 
    When she stopped shaking and settled down to mild shivering, I swung her around behind me and my cloak wrapped itself around my shoulders again.  It settled over her, more than half-containing her, as it hung flat against my back.  She either didn’t notice or refused to, since it did shield her from the wind and rain.  I already had her in a heat-conserving spell, so she didn’t need it for insulation. 
 
    Now that I think of it, maybe it should have stayed a cloak instead of a hole.  It would have been more comforting, I think.  At least it explains why she continued to shiver. 
 
    I made some final gestures with my wand in the direction of Sarashda and the Temple, resetting and redirecting the energies in my spells.  I thrust the wand into my belt again and we set off for the cave previously used for our arrival locus.  It wasn’t strictly necessary for getting back, but I’d burned through most of my magical power budget and I wasn’t feeling my best. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked, shouting over the rushing wind.  She stayed crouched behind me, under my cloak, and shouted her own questions into my back. 
 
    “Where?  In the Temple?” 
 
    “No.  Yes.  I mean, how did they get you?  Then what did they want with you?” 
 
    It wasn’t the best way to have a conversation, but between her explanation, Firebrand’s amplification, and a little deduction, I assembled a case to fit the facts. 
 
    The prostitute class of the Empire typically wears purple.  It’s the color of physical pleasure, apparently, but don’t ask me why.  Of this whole class of society, some are exceptionally religious.  Out of this smaller pool, a few are also somewhat experienced at killing individuals who are less than forthcoming, so to speak, when it comes to paying their fees.  The Temple hired one of these—possibly one of the ones I suspected of being raised and indoctrinated by the Temples—to go forth and do me in most of the colloquial meanings.  If she succeeded, great!  If not… 
 
    Unlike scrying spells, the spells to look through another person’s eyes are not blocked by a scryshield.  Scrying involves a correspondence of spaces to transmit visual information in a light-based or psychic-based format.  Linking minds to connect to someone else’s eyes is a purely psychic connection, not a space-correspondence connection. 
 
    Not wanting to be detected, they didn’t look out through her when she went in through the scrying shield.  They waited.  Much later, after I locked the Temple’s prostitute—excuse me, the devout prostitute hired by the Temple, since they don’t grow their own—in the dungeon, someone made contact, just to see if she was still alive.  Since she was, they used her eyes to take in the situation.  Possibly even made some sort of mental contact with her to get a report.  With this information, they decided it was likely I would come back and continue my interrogation. 
 
    If you can’t search for your destination with a gate spell, you need some way to target your teleportation arrival point.  I presume looking at it would work, even if it’s through someone else’s eyes.  So, whatever method of non-spatial movement they used, they teleported one or ten wizards and warriors into the cell to rescue their bait, but mostly to wait in ambush. 
 
    From a functional perspective, I think I would have left her there, put up an illusion of a wall on one side, and hid behind it.  Once the cell door was closed, then we jump our target and make our getaway.  Leisel wasn’t sure what happened, precisely, but it matched my guess. 
 
    Since Leisel was the one to interrogate the prisoner, they settled for my chief lieutenant and put a trap on the door, hoping to kill me if I came to find Leisel. 
 
    Leisel was taken back to the Temple, interrogated with mild torture, some deprivation, and spells.  Since she has some training as a wizard, the spells were less effective than they hoped.  The wizards casting them didn’t even consider the warrior might be as capable as another wizard in these matters—hooray for preconceptions and cultural blind spots!  But the more mundane methods were continued for days on end until the weather took a turn for the worse.  Then a spear from heaven suggested it might be wise to release her.  Instead, they dragged her from the auxiliary building where they kept her and shoved her in front of the guy in charge of the local Temple—the branch manager, I suppose.  He quizzed her about what she knew while the letters of lightning appeared in the sky, the Temple started to shiver, and the weather grew steadily worse.  Eventually, he was angry and frightened enough to throw her out into the storm. 
 
    Bronze pranced cheerily to a halt beside the shallow cave.  I dismounted due to the height issue and helped Leisel down.  In the semi-shelter of the cave, I also took a few moments to double-check her broken fingers and her general state of health.  She was in no danger of dying, but it would take some time to get her up to full speed again. 
 
    The mouth of the cave became and gate and we were home. 
 
      
 
    Leisel wanted to get right to work.  I nixed the idea.  There was nothing requiring her instant attention.  I had food put in front of her, ordered her to eat it, and eventually put her to bed.  She wasn’t pleased.  I didn’t care.  She was spending the rest of the night resting and recovering if I had to put a sleep spell on her, which I did. 
 
    I also spent an hour going over her, looking for anything and everything even vaguely hurt.  I adjusted some previously-broken bones, did some fine work on both of the broken fingers, dealt with a couple of deep scars, and smoothed out and streamlined anything I could.  I set up a deep-work healing spell, patterned after some elf biology.  Her body’s natural healing processes would take up more of her metabolic energy, although not as much as a full-on healing spell—those are for people in a hurry.  Instead, it would link in and demand a more stringent quality control, making sure every cell division was more accurate, closer to perfect.  I suspected it would extend her life, but I mainly wanted to see if it also prevented or reversed scarring.  I tied it all up, nice and neat, and made sure it was set to draw power from around her, not from her own vital energies. 
 
    When she turns eighty and doesn’t have a reason to complain about her joints, she can thank me.  Then again, she’s a warrior.  I’m not sure if she’ll want to do what Huron did, but she’ll have the option.  At the very least, I’ve put the decision off for an extra decade or two. 
 
    After my bedroom activities—bedside activities?  Medical work in the bedroom—I did some more scrying and some note-taking on the Temple forces.  They were next on my To Do list and I was looking for anything to think about besides the temptation.  The Temples are practically begging me to turn them into rubble, but I’m trying so very hard not to give in to my baser impulses. 
 
    So I spied on the troops.  I needed to get a better feel for them, which involved a lot of watching.  I don’t know if I learned a lot or not, but I did come away with some impressions.  They don’t march, they trudge.  Their logistics train is three times the size of what it should be—they tend to travel in style.  A tent for every man, extensive cooking gear and food supplies, various creature comforts, even quite a few non-combat servants!  Those sorts of things.  They don’t have much of a wizard contingent, possibly for financial reasons, possibly for cultural ones—wizards aren’t warriors, after all.  Their most heavily-armored fighters are in command, not in front.  They’re willing to carry their tents and furniture on the remaining wagons, with enough food to last them until they can unload and send wagons back for more. 
 
    Their wizard contingent may be small, but I’m sure they do have wizards, even if I haven’t actually seen them.  Spells for looking inside the boxy, mobile-home-type wagons encounter a block, but it doesn’t feel the same.  I think they have a spell on the wagons rather than a portable enchanted crystal or whatever.  I’m not discounting the possibility those wagons are enchanted, though.  I’m wondering if I haven’t seen any wizards because they’re staying in their wagons and scrying on Bridgefort.  I’m spying on the army, after all.  If they are, I’d guess they’re going to the trouble to cast a scrying spell on a bowl of water rather than risk an enchanted mirror.  I’m not saying they’re afraid to scry on the valley, but maybe they are. 
 
    They also have a full rainbow contingent of priests.  Those, I’ve seen.  There are seven of them, each of them in a different color of robe.  They aren’t in full robes, but shorter, traveling outfits, like tunics and pants instead of a sack from shoulder to ankle.  They preach and lead prayers and listen to the troops, all the priestly stuff.  I don’t think they’re actually accomplishing anything directly or divinely.  I think they’re there as a morale boost and as political officers.  But I might be cynical.  I find it interesting they didn’t bring someone in a white robe.  The first one might have been specifically for me, but surely they didn’t expend him.  Maybe they just didn’t anticipate having the opportunity to get one close to me.  Or, since the first one didn’t react, maybe they thought they were on the wrong track. 
 
    What does all this tell me?  I’m not sure.  Maybe I’m just tired. 
 
    Before I called it a night, I checked on the Temple in Sarashda. 
 
    Shortly before leaving Sarashda, my closing gesture with the wand dismissed the various sky-based spells and channeled power into the gravity-distorting spells on the ground.  They cycled up and started rocking the Temple and everyone still in it more forcefully.  I didn’t know how long they would last, but by the time I checked, they were gone. 
 
    Arguably, the Temple was also gone.  Most of it was still there, of course, but not in a Temple sort of shape.  It was still sort of dome-shaped, but more like a pile of rocks can be dome-shaped.  I forgot I’d separated the upper Temple from most of its foundations.  I’d only intended the vigorous rocking to express my displeasure by disturbing everyone in it.  Technically, I suppose I did.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 1st Day of Lorinskir 
 
      
 
    Leisel is feeling much better.  Not a hundred percent, of course, but well enough.  She’s had her breakfast and is presently closeted with Velina and the mirror communications people, getting up to speed. 
 
    I’ve been wondering why nobody has told me anything about Renata.  I can’t seem to find anyone who knows anything.  I can’t find Renata, either, so now I’m starting to become concerned.  I don’t think Naskarl has any reason to send a goon squad to grab her—not now, anyway—although I admit I don’t know the ins and outs of the inheritance rules.  It could be the kid has a claim and is therefore a potential problem, but from the way we talked, I don’t think so.  His worry was his sister, not the half-breed manzhani-warrior bastard.  Renata’s only value to him was as a potential deception about her child being Nironda’s.  With that out of the picture, he ought to lose interest, aside from a minor sense of malice for being thwarted. 
 
    Grumbling about how nobody ever tells me anything, I went up to my workroom and twanged my Ring of Spying, hunting for Renata.  Screw the whole scrying-resonance-correspondence-imprint crap.  I let the mini-gate find her and followed it with the scrying mirror. 
 
    Renata lay, quiet and pale, wrapped in a large, thin cloth.  A quick look around showed me a trio of warrior-maids putting together a pile of wood for a pyre. 
 
    All right, we went from “She’s going into labor,” to “She’s dead,” over the course of a day or so.  Clearly, something went wrong and no one bothered to tell me.  I was angry about this for a moment, but decided it was possible things went wrong too quickly for me to be involved.  If it was at night and involved bleeding, her odds were probably better if I wasn’t involved.  Although, obviously, her odds were poor to begin with. 
 
    Nevertheless, there should be an infant—or the body of an infant—somewhere in the picture.  Since Renata was pale and lovely corpse, it was easy to see the baby wasn’t still inside.  One way or another, it was born.  Now, if the child died, wouldn’t it be with her?  If it was alive, then where was it? 
 
    I rang my ring again and hunted for an infant.  I got several hits in the villages.  Twang!  The mirror showed me a kid nursing at mama’s breast.  Not a newborn, so not the kid I wanted.  Twang!  Nope, not this kid, either.  Twang!  And on to the next-nearest, one after the other. 
 
    For the record, there were thirty-four infants in the villages.  Pioneers love having a family, so they bring them along. 
 
    I finally realized I was going about this all wrong.  If Renata died in childbirth, who would be most likely to know what happened?  Who would be the one she trusted to take care of her child?  I did another scan, this time looking for Illaria, Renata’s what-do-you-call-it—ishanda, that was it.  The image came up immediately.  She was on the southern side of the valley, climbing into the mountains beyond the wooded border.  She had a baby with her, slung papoose-style on her back.  The child was not at all happy, but Illaria was busily headed south and paid it no attention. 
 
    My question was profane, but, fundamentally, rhetorical. 
 
    All right, weird.  There wasn’t anything in the area, not so much as a log cabin or even a decent rocky overhang.  I watched, puzzled, for several minutes.  I couldn’t figure where she was going. 
 
    She unslung the bawling infant and lowered the swaddled bundle into a cleft between two rocks.  It was a moderately-steep section of mountainside and, while in no sense impassable, in every sense inconvenient to get to.  She made sure the infant was settled, possibly even wedged, and turned away, heading back toward the valley.  The child continued to wail. 
 
    I repeated my rhetorical question, somewhat more forcefully.  I scanned around.  Illaria was making good time back down the slope after leaving a baby in the wilderness.  Further investigation showed no signs of anyone within a couple of miles, but there were some medium-sized predators. 
 
    The alpha predator of the valley, possibly the Empire, and maybe the planet moved the mirror viewpoint to get a close-up of the baby.  My ears did not appreciate this, since I hadn’t yet installed a mute function on the mirror. 
 
    I miss my workroom in Karvalen.  Vios.  Mount Arthur.  Back there. 
 
    I opened the mirror, reached through, and lifted the baby through.  I held it against my shoulder, patting its back while the mirror closed and shut down.  It stopped crying immediately, hiccupped a couple of times, and, momentarily content, was quiet.  Why?  No idea.  I know I have that effect on little people, but I have not a clue how it works. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, I determined the child had no structural abnormalities.  It occurred to me Illaria might have abandoned it much like the Spartans were reputed to have abandoned malformed or imperfect babies.  No, this baby girl was as pretty and perfect as any I’d ever seen.  At least, once I’d removed all the dried post-birthing yuck. 
 
    I tried five or six ideas on how to feed an infant without a rubber nipple or a wet nurse.  What I settled on was a twisted and folded cloth with one end small enough to suck on with dribbles of milk going in the other end, to soak through as the child—as she—nommed on it.  I would have stolen a suitable set of newborn stuff from another world, but most of my stuff was in a recharge cycle after the tornado. 
 
    She opened her eyes as she ate.  They were a coppery color.  Even I know it’s not a normal color for infant eyes.  Thinking back, Palan’s eyes were a dark color, much like Renata’s.  Naskarl’s, too, if Renata was right about him being the father.  Maybe the local genetics call for baby eyes to be this color?  Like the way some babies in my homeworld start with blue eyes and they change color later in life?  Do all the baby eyes around here start this color and darken to some shade of brown? 
 
    She finished her breakfast, spat most of it up, and ate some more.  There were other, incidental messes, but given my own early-morning routine, I’m surprisingly well-prepared for such minor nuisances.  My stuff may be recharging, but I can cast a cleaning spell without much trouble. 
 
    Once fed, cleaned, and wrapped up warm again, she went to sleep.  Well, she’d had a busy first day.  I installed her in my own bed, laid my cloak over her with instructions not to let her roll off, and shut the door gently.  My cloak may not be as dangerous during the day, but it was enough to terrify some professional vampire-hunters into killing one of their own in an attempt to destroy it.  I was pretty sure it would be as safe as any crib or cradle. 
 
    Now I could be furious. 
 
    I stomped down the stairs, slammed out through the front door, and glared southward.  Illaria was nowhere in sight.  She probably had a horse waiting at the edge of the forest.  If so, she might already be back.  I did a quick search-and-scry.  Yes, she was in the cabin she once shared with Renata. 
 
    So I stomped over to her house and didn’t kick the door down.  I knocked hard enough to be mistaken for pounding, though.  Illaria opened the door with a blade in her hand.  I waited until she lowered it and backed away.  I advanced on her and she backed farther, half-tripping on the edge of the bed to sit down sharply.  I kept my hands behind my back to keep them away from her neck as I leaned down to look her in the face. 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “Explain what?” 
 
    “Why you don’t have a baby in your house.  Hold it,” I snapped, as she started to speak.  I leveled a finger at her like it was loaded, which, from any mortal perspective, it damn well was.  “Think for two seconds.”  I paused.  “Now speak.” 
 
    Illaria took her two seconds instead of answering immediately. 
 
    “Attekytees,” she replied.  The word meant mostly abandoned, but it was more specific.  I think the Greek idea of exposure is closest.  It means you have an unwanted baby, so you put it in a basket and float it down the river, leave it in a secluded wilderness spot, or otherwise get rid of it without killing it outright.  I haven’t eaten enough people to understand much about it, only enough to recognize the word.  Then again, when it comes to knowingly murdering minors, I’m not sure I’m equipped to understand. 
 
    “I already know you abandoned the child on a mountainside.  I want to know why.” 
 
    “No one would want it—” 
 
    “Her,” I corrected. 
 
    “It killed Renata!” 
 
    “And you leave it to die in the wilderness because Renata wasn’t strong enough to bear the child?” 
 
    “Any child that kills its mother has to die!” 
 
    “So,” I sneered, “the child’s a murderer?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    That brought me up short.  Not the idea, but the matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    I had to admit, from a purely evolutionary standpoint, it was a good idea.  If the mother wasn’t the sort to bear children easily, then by eliminating the offspring, you eliminate that genetic branch.  The breed improves because the survivors are the ones who do bear children easily.  It’s great for the species.  It’s not so great for the individual. 
 
    “Back up,” I told her, and found myself a seat.  “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Renata bore the child, but she bled too much.  If you had been here, perhaps she would not.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I agreed.  “If you’re going to blame me, I suggest you do it after the debriefing, warrior.” 
 
    “Yes, Mazhani.” 
 
    “Continue.” 
 
    “Renata died,” Illaria continued, bitterly.  “The baby killed her.  As Renata’s ishanda—she has no family in the valley—it fell to me to take it into the wilderness.  I found a cleft in the rocks and left it there.” 
 
    “It’s out in the mountains, unprotected?” 
 
    “Yes.  Whatever fate the gods have in store for it, they’re welcome to visit it upon the child.” 
 
    “What’s to prevent someone from coming along and simply taking it?” 
 
    “If the gods will it,” she shrugged.  “Anyone finding it would know it was attekytees.” 
 
    “And they won’t take it?” 
 
    “No.  Kustoni, perhaps, but no one civilized.” 
 
    “And you don’t think you’ve done anything wrong, do you?” 
 
    “I have done my duty.” 
 
    I didn’t have a good answer to that.  Culturally, this might be the norm.  It probably was.  I was a bit distracted by a number of emotions, however, and not in the best shape for achieving a detached, rational perspective.  There were a lot of feelings going on and none of them pleasant.  Renata was dead, for one.  Then there was all the effort on her behalf wasted—or almost wasted. A child was abandoned in the wilderness.  Illaria believed she did the right thing, this attekytees, leaving an unwanted child out to die. 
 
    And, on top of all this, I still had no idea what effect, if any, my pet light had on the baby. 
 
    I swore under my breath and turned on one heel, heading for the door.  I stomped back to the keep.  We really need a bridge, not just a ford.  I made a note to start one sometime. 
 
    Leisel was still working, so I went upstairs, pulled out my pocket mirror, and had a discussion with Hazir. 
 
    “My friend!  I see your campaign has been favored by the gods!” 
 
    “I would say so,” I agreed, thinking about one in particular. 
 
    “Did you recover that which was taken?” 
 
    “I did.  She’s mostly recovered and is getting ready for the Temple’s assault.” 
 
    “They are still—?  Ah.  They have not been recalled,” he said, nodding.  The image in the mirror moved as he walked. 
 
    “Is this not a good time?” 
 
    “I am on my way to discuss my employment with a mahrani,” he said.  “I may have a higher calling.” 
 
    “Oh?  May I ask?” 
 
    “After last night, a gentleman of my acquaintance feels it may be time to take a more active role in questioning the idea that priests are the only ones who may speak to—or for—the gods.  Who else would know best the spirit of the Warrior than one who was born to the station, for example?” 
 
    “A fair and valid point,” I agreed.  “I do have a rather heretical question, though.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What’s with the abandonment of babies when the mother dies in childbirth?  Attekytees, I think?  I’ve never had to deal with it, myself.” 
 
    “Never?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Strange.” 
 
    “I have no children of my own, remember.” 
 
    “I suppose.  The law is not only for the children of dead mothers, but also for those born deformed.  Missing fingers, strange shapes, odd coloration—anything out of the ordinary may be cause for attekytees.” 
 
    “Good to know.  About the odd coloration… what color are babies’ eyes?” 
 
    “Brown, usually.  I have heard they are sometimes blue, but those few almost always change.  Farther north, blue is more common.  It is not cause for concern.” 
 
    “What about a really light brown?  Almost copper-colored?” 
 
    “I seem to recall a case,” he mused, scratching under his chin.  “There was a ruling by the priests… oh, a decade ago?  They declared a copper-eyed child was deformed in the soul, not in the body, by lacking that organ.” 
 
    “So, copper-eyed kids don’t have souls?” 
 
    “I believe that was the ruling,” he agreed.  “I do not remember the details.” 
 
    “Okay.  I’m not sure how they’d be able to tell, though.  What, exactly, is the problem with these soulless ones?  Do they not grow up?  Do they become monsters as they get older?  What?” 
 
    “I…” he paused, thinking.  “I cannot recall.  It is a rare case under the law, as far as I know.” 
 
    “Was it a ruling by the priests or an actual offense under the law?” 
 
    “I am uncertain.  I have only heard of it once.  Still, the color of the eyes was not the prime issue.  The mother had died in delivering the child, so attekytees was certain.” 
 
    “Interesting.  I’m tempted to find a copper-eyed kid and raise it to see what happens.  And,” I added, as he shook his head, “to taunt the priests.  Who knows?  It might not be so bad.  It might make a good point of proof that the priests don’t know what they’re talking about.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “Of course, it would also take a while.” 
 
    “I am not certain it is worth it,” he advised. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I decided, and changed the subject.  “Is there anything I can do to help your friend in questioning the Temples?” 
 
    “I will mention your willingness, but I am not highly placed within the organization.  It may take some time for any message to reach him, traveling as it must by circuitous means.” 
 
    “Of course.  And thank you for all your assistance.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure.  And congratulations on your success.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  We signed off and I went from workroom to bedroom to sit by the bed and consider the sleeping problem. 
 
    My first instinct is to distrust priests.  No, that’s not quite true.  My first instinct is to regard priests as opponents, possibly enemies.  I acknowledge many, possibly even most, are good people trying to do the right thing.  They have the handicap of either having to make it up and say it’s the Word from On High, or they’re being guided by an entity with an ulterior motive.  Neither is ideal.  So when priests say something, my knee-jerk response is to doubt them. 
 
    I do try to be reasonable.  I fail, but I get karma points for trying, don’t I? 
 
    So, with this in mind, is it possible the local religion is right?  Do copper-eyed babies have no souls?  I have to admit the possibility.  Renata had an encounter with my pet globe of light.  It went into her and didn’t come out.  It might be a possessing spirit, occupying the embryo and now possessing, effectively, its own body. 
 
    How is this different from a soul?  If it is different, how do I tell? 
 
    Come nightfall, though, I’m going to take another long, hard look at the infant.  Meanwhile, I suppose I should get ready to feed her again.  Nobody else is going to be any too pleased with me, apparently. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    They aren’t all that pleased in the first place. 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    Most of them—well, the ones I’ve been near—are more afraid of you than pleased. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Look, Boss.  They’re your people.  You’re their Mazhani, or so they think, but they’re pretty sure you’re not human.  It’s hard to describe. 
 
    “I’m still listening.” 
 
    You know how everything out of the ordinary is a demon-whatever?  A werewolf would be a demon-wolf.  Stuff like that? 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    They don’t have a word for “vampire.”  You can translate “Lord of Night” if you like, but they think of a blood-drinking monster as a demon-something.  A blood-demon, probably. 
 
    “What’s this got to do with me terrorizing the populace?” 
 
    I’m for it.  Very draconic.  I bring up the language because you’re being described in a similar fashion.  
 
    “I’m going to go out on a limb and say you’ve heard things I haven’t.” 
 
    Yup.  I can hear them thinking downstairs and during the day.  Nobody talks about you at night, even behind your back.  They say you can hear anytime your name is even whispered in the dark. 
 
    “What the…?  Really?” 
 
    They’re superstitious, your cloak is an infinite void, your shadow doesn’t behave, blood runs toward you, and several of them have seen you move in a hurry at night. 
 
    I didn’t have a good reply to that.  Firebrand was right. 
 
    “Fine.  What are they saying behind my back?  No, wait.  Let me guess.  Demon king?” 
 
    Not exactly, since their idea of a king is a little different, but “Demon-ruler-over-a-region-and-its-people-by-virtue-of-conquest-and-settlement” doesn’t really have the same ring. 
 
    I didn’t groan aloud, but I did put my head in my hands. 
 
    If it helps, Firebrand went on, they’re more afraid of you than they are in love with you, mostly in a good way.  You’re providing a place for them to live—industry, work, economy, all that.  You’re willing to defend them.  They believe you’ll defy the Empire and the gods themselves for them, which is part of what scares them.  They believe you can!  So, you’re a good king—don’t argue—by their criteria, but you scare them. 
 
    “I think it was Machiavelli who said it was better to be feared than to be loved.” 
 
    You’ve got that, Boss.  You’re in the zone between feared enough to be instantly obeyed and so terrified they run screaming.  It’s a very dragon-ish problem and I’m proud of you for having it. 
 
    “Thanks.  I think.” 
 
    I sat there and regarded the sleeping baby while I thought about larger things.  The Temples are sure to be upset, but they’re also likely to be busy with some internal problems and some PR problems.  They won’t be coming after me as a united front, at least for a while.  Hazir’s friends in the heretic movement or protestant reformation or whatever they are will see to it, although they won’t be doing it for my benefit. 
 
    The kustoni barbarian tribes may or may not be willing to establish trading relations.  Those are still up in the air, whether from their hidebound stubbornness or from their interest in stealing rather than trading.  I hope someone with no talent for thievery will show some courage and make us an offer.  If it goes well, it’ll encourage such relations.  I might have to make the first gesture, though, and hand out free samples.  Maybe give away some steel knives to the local tribe, or maybe several steel knives in the monolithic city.  That’ll be for later, though. 
 
    More immediately, the Temple troops… actually, they’re not Temple troops, are they?  They’re crusaders.  They’ve been motivated by the Temple and told what to do, but they’re really mercenaries and troops from a variety of Houses.  It’s an important distinction, but I’m not sure it’ll save them. 
 
    Where was I?  Temple troops.  They’re all still coming, albeit with fewer supplies.  They brought all their gear with them, but they don’t have all their rations.  I’m still guessing their plan is to establish their siegeworks and send the wagons back for the rest of their stuff.  They did drag all the disabled wagons into a group and leave a couple of squads to guard them.  I presume they also sent someone to pick up some spare wagon wheels from Spogeyzer or maybe all the way from Sarashda.  If were in their shoes, I’d send one wagon at full speed back to buy another couple of wagons and load them with wagon-wheels. 
 
    Now—thanks to a telepathic dragon-spirit in a sharp piece of metal—I’m told there are a number of people who are concerned about the nature of the individual in charge of the valley.  I’m not sure if this is because I’m generally hiding behind Leisel so I don’t have to deal with the public, or if it’s because I do occasionally show my face and it’s a scary one.  Would I be less frightening if people got to know me?  Or should I be completely hidden so Leisel can be the only person they see? 
 
    I should have bought a damn house and kept my big mouth shut.  And kept my hands to myself.  And spells.  And everything else. 
 
    The kid is also a surprisingly large issue.  While the rescue of a child is not in question, the ramifications are.  Everyone wants her dead?  It’s a universal thing?  It’s a legal thing?  The circumstances of her birth—to say nothing of some weirdness about her eye color—decree she has to die?  I have this small voice inside telling me yes, the locals do believe it.  I suppose I could eat some priests and see if the voice changes.  Being the keepers of the customs, they might have a different belief, or at least a better knowledge of the whys and wherefores.  What makes them think the eyes are the windows of the soul and the colors involved are meaningful?  It would take too long to check, though.  With a public already scared of me as their… demon-Mazhani?  Nope, doesn’t have the same ring.  With a public already thinking of me in terms of their demon king—yeah, better ring, there—how are they going to take it if I start raising a soulless creature? 
 
    Maybe Talbot wants to hire me as a mercenary zombie-hunter.  I feel my life would be simpler, dealing with zombies.  More active, maybe—but simpler.  More complicated for him, though. 
 
    Why is it everywhere I go I find complications and difficulties?  Almost everywhere.  Living on Apocalyptica was nice.  Of course, I had Diogenes and, after a while, a few million robots trying to make my life simple and easy.  Maybe I should dig up a quantum computer core, a post-apocalyptic world, and see if I can do it again.  I can’t simply dig that hole and pull it in after me, but I can certainly hide in it.  I could do some spell research, maybe come up with an arbitrary magical scale for measuring it.  I might even come up with a way to spy on another universe without causing it to time-synch with wherever I am.  That would be worthwhile. 
 
    But, damn it all, I still need to gather data on alternate Earth timelines.  And for that, I still need an objective viewpoint outside the things!  Which, of course, is why I’m here in Tauta with a bunch of nosy Temples, reasonable heretics, crusading troops, and terrified peasants. 
 
    I watched a contented baby sleep while I pondered long and hard about when to cut my losses. 
 
      
 
    Leisel knocked on the bedroom door before entering.  She saw me looking at the bed, looked at the bed, and closed the door gently behind her. 
 
    “Is this yours?” she asked, softly. 
 
    “It is now,” I replied, equally quietly.  I left my chin where it was, on interlaced fingers. 
 
    “Renata?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Leisel carried a chair next to mine rather than drag it.  She seated herself next to me and considered the child. 
 
    “I didn’t know you wanted one.” 
 
    “I don’t.  I simply have an aversion to them being mistreated.” 
 
    Leisel sighed. 
 
    “May I ask you a personal question?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Who are you? —no.  What are you?  Where did you come from?  Why are you here?” 
 
    “That’s at least three questions,” I replied. 
 
    “You said I could ask, so I went for it.” 
 
    “May I ask why you ask?” 
 
    “You are… hmm.  There are many things you do not know.  Things I would think a hermit living under a rock would know.  Things about the Temple, about the Empire, about the castes of people, about the attekytees, about the kustoni, about the Houses, about… about everything.  You could be from Thalkasar, but I do not recall the last time someone braved the Sea of Shoals successfully.  Is there another land beyond theirs?” 
 
    As she spoke, I looked at her, listened to her.  She struck me as being, if not afraid, then at least a little pleading.  She wanted to be reassured. 
 
    “One moment, please.” 
 
    I cast a spell to alert me if and when the baby woke up.  As an afterthought, I cast a few more to alert me if anyone entered the room.  And another to hold the door closed.  Then we went up to my workroom and the sand table. 
 
    “This,” I began, “is the world.”  The sand billowed up and formed a model of it.   
 
    “This can’t be right,” she protested. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it’s a ball.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The world is flat.” 
 
    I bit my tongue.  Not hard. 
 
    “How do you know it’s flat?” 
 
    “Because… well, everyone knows it.” 
 
    “I’m not going to argue it,” I said/decided.  “Just pretend with me for a bit, okay?” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “This is the Empire of… what’s it called, again?” 
 
    “Tassar.” 
 
    “The Empire of Tassar,” I finished, and it sprang out in high relief.  “The kustoni are over here, and I’ve heard of the Sea of Shoals, and of Thalkasar, but I don’t know where they are.  No, don’t show me.  It’s not important.  Now, there are other lands, as you can see.” 
 
    “You’re from one of those?” 
 
    “Not even close.  I’m about to upset your view of the world in a big way by telling you the truth—truth I went out and found, occasionally had shoved down my throat.  Not ‘truth’ some priest told me because some older priest once told him.  Truths I looked at, saw for myself, and proved.  This will mean things you think are true will be called into question.  Are you ready for that?” 
 
    Leisel considered the slowly turning globe. 
 
    “The world isn’t flat?” 
 
    “It is not.” 
 
    “Why don’t people fall off it, then?” 
 
    “You’ll find that out, too.” 
 
    She walked around the sand table, regarding her planet. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “I’ve decided I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “I was wondering about… about some things, but I’ve changed my mind.  Or, no, I’ve made up my mind.  It’s a little unnerving to ask what I asked and have an offer of all the answers.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “This is my decision,” she stated, finally.  “I know enough magic to see it.  That’s enough.  I know you don’t want to hurt anybody you don’t have to.  That’s enough.  I know you’ll defend La Mancha from anyone and anything—and succeed.  That’s enough.  I know you care about me.  That’s enough.  I don’t need to know why the world is round, or what country you come from—or even what star gave you birth in the days before the gods.  None of it matters.  I’m a warrior—I’m your warrior—and I’m your First.  I’m your vidat.  If it doesn’t matter to one of those, it doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
    I had a hard time wrapping my head around the idea.  I mean, I would want to know, but I’m me, not Leisel.  The idea of having the equivalent of a modern library translated and dumped in the Library of Alexandria appeals to me.  If I lived in Alexandria, I’d spend my days reading and correlating everything because that’s the sort of person I am.  But Leisel… 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I admitted, “but I respect your decision.  I hope you’ll understand how, sometimes, things you don’t know and don’t want to know will leak through and confuse you.  I won’t mean to do it, but I suspect it’s inevitable.  Anytime you want to want to know about something—the world, the gods, or me—I’ll do my best to help.” 
 
    “Thank you.  Maybe… maybe a little at a time.  Not all at once.” 
 
    “Don’t dump a bucket on you, just pour out a glass now and then.” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “I’ll try to be less forthcoming,” I agreed, trying not to sound sarcastic. 
 
    “Good,” she replied, sincerely.  “Now, can we talk about the wars?” 
 
    “Of cour—wars?  Plural?” 
 
    “The one with the Temple and the ones with the kustoni.” 
 
    Leisel backed away when I spoke.  I wasn’t speaking to her, but my language use was probably offensive.  If my altar ego was listening, no doubt he felt willing to comply, but damning the proverbial “it” was, for the moment, beyond his capabilities. 
 
    When I finished my tirade—a matter of a few seconds—I squeezed my temples with one hand and resisted the urge to go kill something. 
 
    “All right,” I said, trying for a normal tone.  “I think I can handle the Temple.  What’s this about the kustoni?” 
 
    “The people in charge of your mirrors have been watching all around.  They found three groups of them moving through the mountains.  We have our own moving to intercept them.  They watched the column from the Temple encounter… a problem on the road.  We have also watched as they continued their advance and, since you have decreed there will be no surrender, we continue to ready ourselves for their attack.  We also watch to the west, since all that separates us from the kustoni is a tunnel and a wall.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Hundreds of them have gathered.  The few times they have come through the Kasnakani Range, their raids have been, at most, twenty or thirty.  They come upon some village in the dead of night to quietly steal or simply slit throats.  This is an attack in the making.” 
 
    “And how does this mean war?” 
 
    “When they attack, we will defeat them.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They will be incensed by this and more will come.  They are a stubborn, prideful lot and will consider us a threat.” 
 
    “They’re right,” I muttered.  More loudly, I asked, “Why is it I’m only now hearing about this?”  Leisel looked pained. 
 
    “No one wants to attract your attention.” 
 
    “Please explain.” 
 
    “You are incomprehensible to most of your people.  I know you better.  For anyone else it is an act of courage to approach you, an act of heroism to speak with you.” 
 
    “Velina and Tessera never seem to have a problem.” 
 
    “Tessera loves you, and Velina is the bravest person I know.” 
 
    I thought back to the few interactions I’d had with nameless warriors acting as guards.  Did they seem terrified?  No… not exactly.  But when I sent them to do things, did they make that swirling-hand gesture and depart with more alacrity than obedience required?  Maybe.  At those times, it seemed to me they were doing as they were told—eagerly, on the bounce, and with speed.  Now, though, with the obvious pointed out to me if not actually rammed down my throat… 
 
    Machiavelli was right about being feared rather than loved.  However, I seem to recall the ideal was to be feared and loved, not feared so deeply as to instill terror. 
 
    “Do we think there will be any trouble dealing with the kustoni assault?  The first one?” 
 
    “No.  They are not prepared to attack.  It will take them days to get themselves together.  Raiding parties are still gathering.” 
 
    “Good.  I’ll think about how to deal with them.  Hopefully, it involves mass slaughter, because I’m in a foul mood.  The Temple’s troops will be here… when?” 
 
    “They should start their siegework tomorrow.” 
 
    “Then I should probably steal all their excess supplies tonight.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Since I scare people, how about you give the orders?” I suggested.  “I’ll stay here.  You do the ruling and suchlike.  I’ll just come out when you call.  It’ll give the impression you have control of the thing in the tower and reassure people.  It’s also a role I understand.  I’ve done it before.  Will that help?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she admitted.  “We can try.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I do need some things done.  I’ll need some long, flat lumber…” 
 
      
 
    I played with a soulless baby for a while and didn’t notice much difference.  I fed her again and tried to put her down for a nap.  It didn’t work.  She fussed forever.  As a result, when I left the bedroom to do some shift-booth work, she came along.  My cloak made a decent sling across my front and she seemed happy enough there. 
 
    Leisel was right.  Everyone who looked in my direction dropped their eyes or looked away or pretended to be looking past me.  It was a subtle thing, quite unnoticeable to me in my usual preoccupied state, but when I took the trouble to look for it, there it was. 
 
    They’re scared, I noted, to Firebrand. 
 
    Well, duh. 
 
    How long have you known? 
 
    Since, oh… well, I’m not sure.  It was before the priests visited.  Um… probably around the same time you beheaded one of Londrin’s men and kicked his head outside to have a talk with it. 
 
    It? 
 
    The head. 
 
    I was talking to you! 
 
    But they didn’t know that! —Leisel included!  You think the men didn’t talk to anyone?  Or that anyone would ask Leisel for the truth about the rumor you can talk to the dead as easily as the living? 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    I worked on one of the long, narrow chambers underground.  The basement level was centered on the tower, now with six hallway-like extensions growing from the central chamber.  Auxiliary rooms were still forming off these, but one of the corridors was good enough for what I wanted.  I nudged the spell on it to hold it fixed for a while and added some shift-booth markings.  At least it took my mind off other things. 
 
    On the plus side, the charred former prisoners were no longer in a wall.  The wall was smooth and unblemished.  No doubt other chambers would use more mundane restraints in the future.  Although, if wizards could walk through walls, it might be better to have a corridor for prisoners with guards at each end.  Someone shows up unexpectedly, you shoot them.  Of course, a spell or two for keeping people from teleporting or walking through walls or whatever might be in order, too.  Or an anti-magic sphere around the room?  Probably simplest, all things considered. 
 
    With plans for prison cells unfolding in my head, I went up to visit Bronze’s spare outfit.  She was wearing it, still tailoring it to suit her.  She’d already fixed the damage to the trailer and was focused mostly on the actual truck, now.  I left her to it while I took apart and rebuilt the shift-booth spell on the trailer. 
 
    Logistics annoy me.  It’s one of the reasons I don’t like running either a war or a kingdom.  I much prefer to cope with things on a smaller scale. 
 
    Why do I keep winding up in the larger scale?  Is it the universe trying to get me out of my comfort zone?  Or am I too powerful to be contained in a small-scale universe?  I admit things snowballed on me here in Tauta, but I’m finally aware of the problem.  First it was Rethven, then Karvalen, then the mages and vampires of Nexus, and now it’s Tauta, but I think I see my own pattern.  I go somewhere and I stick my nose where it doesn’t belong.  I demonstrate powers.  I don’t keep to myself. 
 
    Maybe I really do need to be a hermit.  Is that why legendary vampires have isolated castles?  To avoid entanglements with people?  Or is it a security thing?  Or both? 
 
    I’m not so happy with this valley any more.  Or Tauta, for that matter.  I left Karvalen to Lissette.  Can I leave La Mancha to Leisel?  Not as it is, certainly.  Maybe if Hazir and his friend help? 
 
    I finished with the trailer and called Leisel.  Bronze wanted some more metal to work with, so we arranged to deliver a couple hundred pounds of iron bars and have them stacked all over the truck, spreading them out.  I added one of my metal-diffusion spells, letting Bronze control it, to hasten the process of rearrangement.  She assured me she could handle it.  If necessary, she would even fire up the engine and use fuel to speed things along. 
 
    With someone happy—two someones, counting the sleeping child—I returned to my chambers and got in a little more practice brooding.  I’m getting good at it. 
 
    Around dinnertime, someone brought me a half-dozen MREs and scampered away.  What with the discussion about being a terrifying figure and all, I noticed the scampering.  My grumbling took place behind a closed door, in my workroom.  I peeled open the food and munched while I phoned my altar ego. 
 
    “Yo,” he replied, then blinked at me.  “Is that a baby?” 
 
    “Yes.  This is Renata’s daughter, and Renata died in childbirth.  Apparently, the locals believe children whose mothers die in childbirth are murderers.  The ones who have coppery eyes, are soulless.  They leave either sort out in the wilderness to die, so this kid is doubly damned.” 
 
    “Uh… okay.  Not sure how that evolved.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Look, if you grow a person inside another person—not a clone, but organically—it gets a soul.  It’s that simple.  I don’t know of any exceptions.” 
 
    “Really?  Interesting.  So you’re sure this thing has one?” 
 
    “Looks like it.  Admittedly, my eyes aren’t what they used to be, but there’s something in there and it’s in the spot where people keep their souls, so I’m going to say it has one.” 
 
    “Here’s a weird question.  Have you seen any glowing balls of light drifting around down here in the material world?” 
 
    “No.  Why?” 
 
    “Just curious.” 
 
    “Are you keeping it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Got a name for it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Picked out a color for the nursery?  Established a college fund?” 
 
    “Shut up,” I advised.  He chuckled. 
 
    “You don’t raise your own kids, but you pick up strays.” 
 
    “First, my own kids had extenuating circumstances.  Second, I haven’t picked up a stray and I’m not keeping it.  This.  Her.” 
 
    “Sure you’re not.” 
 
    “Sarcasm is unbecoming on you.” 
 
    “Seriously, though.  You are keeping it.  I can tell.” 
 
    “Oh?” I demanded.  “Am I so easy to read?” 
 
    “First, I’m a psychic entity on your brainwave channel, so yes.  Second, you smile every time you see a child.” 
 
    “I do not!” 
 
    “You do,” he insisted. 
 
    Boss?  He’s right.  You do. 
 
    “I do?  How long as this been going on?” 
 
    “Ever since I’ve known you.” 
 
    Same here, Boss. 
 
    Somewhere, Bronze agreed with both of them.  I backtracked. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I’m keeping some random baby I rescued!” 
 
    “There’s no one else who wants it,” my altar ego pointed out.  “You’ve adopted it.” 
 
    “Her!” 
 
    “See?  You’re developing those pesky things.  Feelings for it.  You’re stuck!” he declared, grinning madly. 
 
    “I am entirely unqualified to be a parent!” 
 
    “Most people are.  It’s not like you have to get a license.” 
 
    “People should!” 
 
    “I’m not arguing,” he agreed, still grinning.  “I’m merely pointing out your lack of qualifications doesn’t disqualify you.  You teach her to be a person, she teaches you to be a parent.  Might be good for you, actually.  There are a lot of parallels between being a parent and being a king.” 
 
    “I’m not confident.” 
 
    “It just means you’re already taking it seriously.  Relax.  You don’t know what you’re doing, but neither does she.  You learn as you go.  This is how everyone does it!” 
 
    That brought me up short.  He had a point.  I considered the baby and wondered about the right thing to do.  Ideally, she should have a mother, father, and siblings.  Being a single Dad could be detrimental to her, especially a single vampire wizard monster Dad. 
 
    Although, to be fair, she’s could win every schoolyard argument about “My Dad can beat up your Dad.” 
 
    “I don’t have time,” I argued.  “I have bigger things to worry about.” 
 
    “Seriously?” asked my altar ego.  “You have thousands of years and the blink of one mortal lifetime is too much?  And is there any bigger worry than being responsible for a baby?” 
 
    “Sometimes I hate you,” I observed. 
 
    “There are upsides.  Imagine the cute little outfits…” 
 
    “God damn it, what part of ‘shut up’ means ‘keep needling me about it’?” 
 
    “I’m a little short on power at the moment, so excuse me if I take your suggestion as rhetoric,” he replied, still grinning.  I squeezed my temples and took several deep breaths.  When I looked at him again, his expression was more serious. 
 
    “I do not,” I told him, “feel up to the responsibility for caring for a child.” 
 
    “I understand,” he answered, softly, “but maybe you should think about how you would be good for each other.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.  Look me in the eye and tell me you’re not joking.” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    Somewhere slightly to the left of the center of my chest, I felt Bronze agreeing with my altar ego. 
 
    Him, I’ll argue with until doomsday.  Bronze?  Argue with Bronze? 
 
    “All right,” I sighed, resigning myself to a lot of forced personal growth.  “Explain.  I should at least understand why you think this is a good idea, not a stupid one.” 
 
    “You’ve been drifting away from humanity,” he pointed out.  “You’re bad-tempered and less patient with people.” 
 
    “That’s an argument against raising a child,” I insisted.  “They can be frustrating.” 
 
    “Yes, but you still have that short-circuit in your brain.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Every time you look at a child, you smile.  Remember?  You don’t even notice, apparently.  It’s a crack in your monstrosity.  The kid could be your lifeline, allowing you to encounter frustration while still maintaining your composure.  If you can practice it, you should be able to master your temper.  She could help you grow as a person, and a little personal growth wouldn’t do you any harm.  More important, it might prevent a lot of harm to other people.  What do you think?” 
 
    “It seems awfully cold-blooded to adopt a child simply as a self-help aid.” 
 
    “Oh, she gets something, too.  You’ll feed her, teach her, raise her, and love her.” 
 
    “I will?” 
 
    “Trust me.  You can’t help it.” 
 
    I regarded the sleeping child and drummed my fingers on the edge of the sand table for a while.  He might be right.  Damn it, he might be right about everything.  He’s not omniscient, but he sure has a good bead on me.  And, since Bronze agreed with him… 
 
    “Tabling, for the moment, the question of a blood-drinking monster with a badly-used soul adopting a potentially-soulless child who may be possessed by an unknown type of celestial entity, can we return to the reason I called in the first place?” 
 
    “Oh.  Sorry.  The conversation kind of got away from us.  What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I wanted to check in with you on the local god front and ask your opinions on the upcoming wars.” 
 
    “Wars?  Plural?  With who?” 
 
    “I’m told the kustoni are a bull-headed bunch of idiots and we’re going to fight them repeatedly.  I’m also of the opinion the Temple’s crusade is going to be crushed, but it’ll only antagonize the rest of the Temples and encourage them to send a bigger crusade.  So, wars.” 
 
    I was gratified to know I wasn’t the only one who used such language. 
 
    “I know why I’m unhappy at the idea,” I interrupted, “but why are you so bent out of shape?” 
 
    “Religious wars always liberate more energy up here.  It’s like human sacrifice, only more wasteful.  It’s like the way white men hunted buffalo on the plains—killing for hides and leaving the rest.  They got what they wanted and made their fortunes, but it nearly killed off the buffalo.” 
 
    “Aaaaand…?” 
 
    “Look, the proto-gods up here are going to get a huge boost.  In a year, I might wind up being the smallest person present.” 
 
    “Whoa, hold it.  You’ve got a steady source of power, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s helpful, especially in the Earth regions.  Here?  I don’t have many worshippers where you are.  No one will be revering the Lord of Shadow, God of Fire, Master of Mysteries, or whatever else while they’re killing or dying for The Cause.  Even your people don’t really know who I am.  I barely notice the power they produce in awe of you.” 
 
    I leaned back from the sand table as I felt the flickering of an idea ignite in the back of my mind. 
 
    “You don’t have worshippers.  I get that.  Does it matter what they worship you as?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” 
 
    “You’re not helping.” 
 
    “It’s complicated.  Look, under the ocean, I filled the niche for a god of fire.  In Karvalen, I filled a niche for a god of shadows.  The two can be related in some respects.  Imagine a fire in a cave, making dancing shadows on the wall.  God of fire and shadow.  With me?” 
 
    “I can picture it,” I admitted. 
 
    “In the Temple of Shadow, I had the Banners, remember?  I was also revered as a god of knowledge and learning.  You wouldn’t think those went along with fire and shadow, would you?  But the Banners always viewed it as drawing forth mysteries, bringing knowledge from the shadows and into the light of the fire.  See?” 
 
    “I get it.  So, if you’re revered here, you need something along those lines?” 
 
    “What I’m saying is I am defined at least partly by the worshippers.  I can adapt with their worship, but if we want to build a church, we need to have people at least start by knowing me as I am.  With a foothold, I can build up a base and hand down occasional pronouncements from On High, work up a list of commandments, maybe some parables or scripture.  Keep them on track and make sure I have a solid niche for myself.” 
 
    “Oh.  I was thinking of having you step into the shoes of the local god of warriors.  We could pull that off, couldn’t we?” 
 
    “Yes…” he allowed, thoughtfully.  “It could be done.  He’s currently a proto-god, not a self-aware one.  I could subsume him—eat him, in common terms—and make his essence part of mine.  It would change me more than I like, though.” 
 
    “I thought energy-state beings couldn’t be destroyed?” 
 
    “It depends on how you define ‘destroyed.’  A full-on, sentient, sapient being is nearly impossible to eradicate, but you can keep it starved and harmless.  The original Lord of Light had that problem in Rethven.  He was weakened, but his pattern wasn’t scrambled.  The Devourer didn’t succeed in consuming him.  I suspect it avoided doing so, because trying to would cause them to merge.  For example, if I overwhelmed the original Lord of Light and tried to merge his essence with mine, it would be like taking two notes and using them to form a chord.” 
 
    “It takes—” 
 
    “Shut up.  I’m analogizing.  The chord would then be a new being, a composite of the two.  I wouldn’t be me, he wouldn’t be him, but whoever we became would be all there was.  In Rethven, I was stronger, so I would be more ‘me’ than ‘him,’ but we would be a new entity.  Conversely, if I were eaten by the current Lord of Light—assuming an ex-angel can even do that—the result would be mostly him and less me, but the resulting entity would be a composite of the two. 
 
    “What I’m talking about with the proto-gods up here is the same thing, only with lesser effects.  I’d be mostly me, but I’d have a lot more leanings toward whatever attitudes and beliefs the other guy does.  You and I would also have a much less effective resonance connection.  It would get harder to contact you.  Not to the point of a normal person, but it would be worse than it is already.” 
 
    “It seems to me,” I mused, “if we could get a celestial entity weak enough, we could find his frequency and hit him with focused static.  A collection of waves designed to interact and interfere.” 
 
    “Maybe.  It might work on angels, but I’m not so sure about the rest of us.” 
 
    “Anyway, is there a semigod up there you could cannibalize?” 
 
    “Maybe, but I don’t like the idea.  Later, once they became fully aware, if the others got wind of what happened it could cause enormous problems.  Besides, I’m not really a god of warriors or craftsmen or rulers.  They’re working on being immortals based on ancestors.  I’m more a primal forces kind of guy.” 
 
    “Don’t they have those up there, too?” 
 
    “Sure.  Ocean, storms, earth—you name it.” 
 
    “But the Empire doesn’t worship them.” 
 
    “Nope.  I think they’re too accessible.  Anyone can pray to the sky.  It’s more to the priests’ advantage to have people come to the Temple and pray to the idols.  It gives the Temple more control.” 
 
    “No doubt,” I agreed.  “So, who worships primal forces?” 
 
    “Uh?  I’d say everyone else.  It doesn’t seem too formal, but it’s pretty widespread.” 
 
    “Would a barbarian horde do as worshippers?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but how am I supposed to tell them anything?  I’m in no shape to do miracles, and they’re not going to go for the idea of praying at a statue even if you had one for them.” 
 
    “Give me a bit.  I’ll think of something.  Oh!  And while I’m thinking of it, did the sacrificial diagrams I drew for the animals do what I wanted?” 
 
    “Yes, and I meant to thank you.  It’s been busy up here.” 
 
    “Down here, too.  Did I mention Hazir?” 
 
    “Not that I recall.” 
 
    “You may want to pay attention to him.  I’m pretty sure he’s part of a religious group.  I’m not sure if they’re reformationists or protestants, but the Temples probably think of them as heretics, regardless.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.  Anything else?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.  I’ve got to run.  Keep the faith.” 
 
    “Oh, you are funny today.” 
 
      
 
    What I needed was a movie director and a big CGI budget.  What I had was a notion and time to think. 
 
    The sun went down, I cleaned up, and we—the small person and I—headed down to the truck barn.  Bronze didn’t have the engine running, but she was in there and ready to go with whatever I had in mind.  I called Leisel and asked for twenty husky men with no qualms about lifting, sorting, and stacking.  With that underway, I climbed into the cab of the truck.  My cloak molded itself onto the passenger seat as a sort of cross between a hammock and car seat.  The small person slept perfectly. 
 
    As an aside, I did look her over.  I don’t think I see actual souls, but I do see a number of different levels of energy within living beings.  While I’m no expert on newborns, I’ve seen a few with my night-eyes.  Nothing about the current one struck me as unusual.  This made me wonder how the whole copper-colored eyes thing came to be and about those floating lights.  I don’t know anything about either, which is a no-good way to wonder.  Someday, if I have a couple of facts to rub together, maybe I can ignite the flame of an idea. 
 
    I fiddled with the opening of the barn, scratching all around the doorway, while I waited for people to show up.  This wasn’t a matter of finesse, just brute force.  Bronze relocated into her horse outfit, climbed up into the trailer, braced herself, and moved into the truck again.  When the men arrived—led by Leisel—I waved and headed over.  The men were unarmored and unarmed.  Laborers of some sort, obviously.  They seemed anxious.  Well, who could blame them? 
 
    “I see you have the giant wagon-box ready to go.” 
 
    “I do,” I agreed.  “If you’ll get the guys up in the back, we’ll go load supplies.” 
 
    “Do I need to understand what is happening?” 
 
    “The people in the mirror room—they’re watching the road and the crusaders?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They can’t seek me out with the mirrors, but if they’re watching an area with me in it, they can see what happens.” 
 
    “I believe I understand.” 
 
    “But get some more husky lads down to the dungeon.  The corridor with all the markings.  It’s going to have a lot of stuff appear.  Stay out of it until it does.” 
 
    “I take you at your word.” 
 
    We loaded up and headed out.  The barn doors acted as the locus for a brute-force gate.  While Leisel stood next to the doors, waiting and watching, Bronze’s engine thundered to life, belching smoke and fire from the stacks. 
 
    “What is that?” she shouted, moving more to the side. 
 
    “Six-point-nine on the Richter scale!” I shouted back.  Bronze expertly backed us up to get a running start.  She shifted gears.  Airbrakes hissed, the engine roared, and we growled forward, building speed before I hit the gate spell.  It shimmered, rippled, and appeared on the road outside of Spogeyzer.  We rolled through it, accelerating the whole way, and the gate closed behind us. 
 
    It was a nice drive, I’ll say that.  The road was a bit difficult at first, but shortly it turned into a flat, paved surface, ideal for big rigs.  I’m not shy about claiming credit for it.  Bronze kept up below thirty miles an hour and her running lights off.  I used my pocket mirror to keep track of where we were in relation to the reserves the crusaders left behind.  Fifteen minutes of driving and she pulled up, stopped, and swung open the trailer doors.  I left the snoozing baby in her hammock-cradle with a sound monitoring spell.  If she started to wail, I’d know it. 
 
    Behind the truck, I cast a light spell on the upper edge of the trailer’s doorway.  Everyone in back was crouched against the walls as though to hold on.  The ride wasn’t that bad, the weenies. 
 
    “Gentlemen.  In a few minutes, we’re going to load up a lot of goods the crusaders left behind.  You’re going to, I should say.  I’ll deal with the bodies of the guards.  I know you’re not warriors, so wait here until I tell you it’s okay.  Once I’m done with the guards, I’ll help load, too.  Any questions?” 
 
    They had plenty of questions, but none they felt like asking.  Bronze switched to her horse body, retracted her lariat-tentacle-cable, and scared the hell out of everyone in the back. 
 
    Yeah, now that I’m paying attention, I suppose we have been a bit less than reassuring, sometimes. 
 
    A frustrated vampire, carrying a psychopathic sword, riding a blacked-out metal statue came up on an encampment of undisciplined soldiers guarding a collection of disabled wagons.  It did not go well for the guards.  I saw the magical auras before anyone knew I was there, so galloping like a derailed freight train through the tent of their only wizard took care of a lot of potential problems.  Admittedly, it started the waking-up process, but I wasn’t in the mood for a lot of creeping and sneaking.  Firebrand alternated between staying dark and flaring momentarily in a bright, searing white to blind people.  Either one would have been less effective, but switching back and forth really screwed the humans up.  Bronze bit, kicked, and tail-lashed anything in front or behind.  I tendril-touched anything to my left, massing them in that direction so I could devote most of my attention to hacking and stabbing with Firebrand. 
 
    Bronze reported she had blood crawling up her legs again.  It had been a while. 
 
    When all was said and done—and we’d finished chasing down those who tried to flee—we went back to the truck, drove everyone and everything up to the wagons, set up the long boards as a ramp, and started the guys to loading the trailer.  Bronze and I collected bodies. 
 
    Bronze’s jumper cable is attached to the front of the saddlehorn.  It snakes out like a lariat and she can tow things like a rodeo horse.  Dead bodies, wheel-less wagons, trees stumps, small hills, you name it.  I have to make do with two hands and slogging.  She was a big help with the loading of the trailer.  She dragged empty wagons away and full ones closer, reducing the walking time.  Very convenient.  Very thoughtful. 
 
    I did some head-severing, armor-stripping, and weapon salvaging.  The weapons and armor also went in the trailer, but I kept the heads in a pile. 
 
    With my work mostly done, I took a quick trip up the road to see if anyone was racing toward us.  Nope.  Either they weren’t spending a lot of time monitoring their reserves… which, come to think of it, they probably weren’t.  How many scrying mirrors and crystal balls did we crack or shatter in the last month or two?  They might not do more than check in every morning.  I keep defaulting to thinking of this bunch of loosely-allied fighting men as an army.  They are not.  They are slightly more than a mob and far, far less than an army.  An extremely well-armed mob, to be sure, but they aren’t disciplined and regimented.  They have poor-to-awful command and control.  They are fighters, not soldiers. 
 
    Lucky for me. 
 
    I went back and helped them load the rest of the supplies.  Most of it was food, since the crusaders gave priority to their creature comforts.  They did have to devote some space on the working wagons to foodstuffs, leaving behind some furniture, a few musical instruments, some rugs, and the like.  We loaded it all up anyway.  Stack things well and a semi tractor-trailer rig can hold a stunning amount of stuff. 
 
    With everyone and everything crammed into the trailer, I shut the doors and immediately reopened them on an empty trailer.  The trick wasn’t going to earn me any goodwill with the laboring class, but screw goodwill.  Everybody already thinks I’m terrifying.  I’m rapidly approaching the point of not giving the back half of a giant Sumatran rat. 
 
    It’s hard to realize nobody likes you.  Even we horrific fiends of darkness need to feel loved.  In Karvalen, I always knew someone liked me.  Here?  Not so much.  Leisel, maybe.  Tessera, possibly.  Velina respects me, at least.  I have loyalty, I’m sure, and some affection in spots, but does anyone love me? 
 
    This hurts me in ways for which I am not prepared.  I’m not sure what to do about it, or even if there is anything I can do.  It’s a social problem and I can’t solve those with physics, chemistry, or math.  I don’t like it. 
 
    Bronze and I dragged wagons together, piled them up, added some bloodless corpses, and burned everything in a grand pyre.  Firebrand encouraged everything to burn and I added some airflow enhancements.  We must have made a tower of fire five hundred feet high.  I’m sure it was visible for miles, even in the hilly country around us. 
 
    While the tower of fire blazed up into the night, I rigged up a temporary arch for the truck.  Brute-force gates are a pain.  We then sat around and watched the fire, making sure Smokey the Bear would have no cause to be upset.  I also watched the main force of the attackers.  It took a while, but they sent a scrying spell to check—I suspect it was a cast spell, not a magical device.  I mean, I would prefer to cast a spell if I was running short on mirrors.  Nobody came marching back, so I assume they decided there was no point. 
 
    When we were sure the burning was done, I shot down the scrying spell and we headed home.  The rig roared into the barn, still under power until we were completely through.  The gate closed and Bronze kept going, right out of the barn, out of the keep, and down the road, bouncing slightly as we slammed up sheets of water through the ford and up the road on the far side.  Lights came on all over the village as she bellowed through, flames spurting from the stacks.  I saw people in the street, staring after us as we disappeared into the dark. 
 
    The baby slept right through all of this.  Either my cloak is a great shock absorber or she sleeps like a brick.  I’m not sure which.  Maybe both.  While I was pleased about it, I also realized what a terrible idea it was.  I mean, sure, Bronze won’t let anything happen to her.  I won’t let anything happen to her.  And I defy anyone in that mob to get her out of my cloak.  But I really ought to put someone on babysitting duty so she doesn’t have to come along into a war zone! 
 
    Terrible parent?  Box thoroughly checked. 
 
    I called Leisel and she called Bridgefort, warning them and relaying orders.  When we arrived, the warriors were all up and watching, the drawbridge was down, and nobody was in the way.  Bronze roared on through the opening, rumbled over the drawbridge, and braked slowly to a stop at the far end of the main bridge. 
 
    I unloaded the trailer, laying out a line of heads just around the first bend, out of sight from the fort.  Whoever showed up tomorrow—assuming the Temple didn’t recall them—would encounter their acquaintances, all neatly spaced at five-foot intervals.  It was quite a line. 
 
    My original thought was to put a spell on each head so it would sing some part of a song—Leonard Cohen’s “You Want It Darker” leaped to mind as a masterpiece of both creepy and threatening—but, darn it, while building a whole a capella choir of the things wasn’t too hard, translating the song and tuning the heads to sing together would take too long.  I loved the idea, though.  Next time I want to intimidate an army, I’ll start sooner. 
 
    With everything laid out for tomorrow, I climbed back in the cab and entertained a now-wakeful little person.  Since there was nowhere to turn around, Bronze backed the whole rig across the bridge and through Bridgefort, which impressed me enormously and made me wonder again how she can see anything.  Clearly, she can look behind herself without actually turning her head, or even having a head.  Even more impressive, she can back a full rig for a mile or more without a single bobble.  I can’t back a car and a trailer accurately. 
 
    Beyond the fort, we still didn’t turn around.  Instead, she parked at a wide spot, where the road ran through a level place.  I carried Little Person in my cloak-sling while I cleared some trees and moved a couple of rocks to make a parking spot.  Little Person seemed to enjoy the activity, which kept her distracted from feeding time for a bit. 
 
    Bronze switched to her statue and came out the back.  The ride back to the keep was another good distraction, but I fed Little Person as soon as I came in the door. 
 
    Now, for the hard part of my evening.  I can’t keep calling her “Little Person.”  What am I going to name her?  She needs a name, just like she needs a family.  Should I hold off on the name until I find someone to take her?  Or is that impractical?  If the local culture is convinced she’s a soulless monster, no one will want her.  Even if I persuade someone to take her, what guarantee do I have they’ll actually take good care of her? 
 
    Apparently, she’ll be my responsibility for a while.  Like I needed another one.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 2nd Day of Lorinskir 
 
      
 
    I’ve never had much input on children’s names.  This is probably a good thing.  I mean, I named an evil elf “Bob,” simply for my convenience!  What the hell do I name a baby girl?  I can’t go on calling her “infant” or “Little Person.”  Maybe “test subject.”  She’s a test to see what this whole soulless-baby-thing is all about.  No, I can’t call her that.  I rescued her from abandonment and exposure for reasons having nothing to do with a test.  She needs a name! 
 
    I’m going to get a computer, copy a massive list of girl-baby names, and have it pick one at random.  Hopefully before she has a birthday. 
 
    Lousy human being?  Check.  Incompetent king?  Check.  Terrible father figure?  Check. 
 
    Fortunately, she sleeps well.  My cloak changes shape rather slowly during the day, but it does a fine job as a crib.  I’m not sure what a pediatrician would say about a hammock as a baby bed, but I’m improvising.  I also have a volume control on my workroom mirror, now.  I also have some baby feeding supplies, courtesy of Johnson & Johnson and a grab gate. 
 
    What I do not have is any sort of comfort level involving babysitters.  Everybody knows who she is and, so far, everyone who’s seen her has either stared at her or refused to look at her.  This is not comforting.  It is limiting.  Bringing her in the truck where Bronze and my cloak can protect her is one thing.  How am I supposed to go do violence to masses of people without a babysitter? 
 
    I miss Diogenes.  He would slap together a nanny robot or six and I wouldn’t have to worry. 
 
    The crusaders took quite a while to set up shop.  Their scouts found my presents, scrambled back to the main body, and reported.  A lot more surged forward to see before orders went out to hold positions.  I can only imagine the rumors, mostly because I’m not getting a scrying sensor too close.  I’m using an air refraction telescope for a zoom function.  I suppose I could do something similar to make a parabolic microphone and amplify the sound, too, but I’m happy with watching them. 
 
    The road runs from Bridgefort’s drawbridge, across the actual bridge, and continues straight for maybe sixty or seventy yards.  After that, it has a wide curve leftward around a rocky prominence.  The whole thing has a slight downward grade from the fort, deliberately, to improve drainage.  The bridge used to have drainage ports in the sidewalls, too, but I closed those when I set up the internal piping. 
 
    Camp Crusader was farther down the road, just enough to be out of sight.  The area they chose had a steep slope on one side, but a large grass-with-trees space on the other.  They cut down the trees, parked wagons, pitched tents, and sorted themselves out.  I’m not sure if they picked the spot because it was the only convenient place or if it was to keep from being archery targets.  Possibly both.  If I’d truly been thinking ahead, I’d have planted land mines there.  Well, next time, maybe. 
 
    Most of the branches on the trees turned into firewood.  Portions of the trunks, too.  The rest were hacked and chopped and shaped, changed from trees to lumber.  I wasn’t entirely sure why, although I had my suspicions. 
 
    They didn’t send any wagons back for the rest of their supplies.  I suppose they already sent scouts to confirm what happened.  Instead, they arranged their wagons in a barricade fashion, walling off the approach except for the road, itself.  There was no gate, of course, but it was a choke point and helpful in the event of a counterattack. 
 
    Once they had themselves sorted out, a contingent of about twenty men marched out.  Six were in shining, almost ornamental plate armor.  The rest were also polished up and pretty, but they carried shields, banners, played drums, blew some sort of wind instruments, all the trimmings and trappings of ceremony and power.  The banners were double.  Each pole had a symbol for the House represented, but the peaks of the poles each had eight silken ribbons—seven colors and a white one.  They approached along the road and my pocket mirror rang. 
 
    “Yo,” I responded.  Leisel looked out at me. 
 
    “I hate to bother you, but there’s a parley party approaching.  They’ll want to talk to you.” 
 
    “Can’t you do it?” 
 
    “It’s not the custom.” 
 
    “All right,” I sighed.  “Go wait by the door of one of the Bridgefort towers.  I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
    I debated what to do with the sleeper.  At the time, she went down for her nap maybe a half-hour prior.  She should be okay, but I worked up a quick baby-monitor spell and routed it through the main mirror.  I would hear her if she woke up and fussed.  It doesn’t matter if I’m ten feet or ten miles away.  What matters is if I can get to her quickly or not. 
 
    Then I went through the person-sized gate in my workroom, emerging from the door next to Leisel.  She bit her lip as the gate closed behind me. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It disturbs me to watch that.  I’ll never get used to it.” 
 
    “It just takes a while.  What do I do at the meeting?” 
 
    “They will ask for your surrender.  You either negotiate the surrender or refuse.” 
 
    “From your tone, people don’t generally refuse.” 
 
    “It happens.”  She gestured and we walked together toward the main gate/drawbridge.  “If you think they’ll have to withdraw before taking the Bridgefort, it’s expected you’ll refuse.  Unless they offer really good terms for surrender.  It’s complicated by the lack of allies.  A relieving force from outside would be a perfect excuse.” 
 
    “They already think there is one,” I pointed out.  “Their reserve supplies are ours, now.” 
 
    “That’s what we hauled up from the dungeon?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And the armor and weapons?  —no, foolish question.  I see.” 
 
    “Anything else I should know before telling these jokers what to go do with themselves?” 
 
    “In this one case, being… whatever you are… is probably a good thing.  You’re terrifying and in front.  Everyone will follow.” 
 
    “Good to know.  Sort of.  Do I need to be here for the siege, or is it enough to show I’m backing you, my vidat and my First?” 
 
    “You want me to defend Bridgefort?” 
 
    “Do you think you can?” 
 
    “Yes.  I think so.” 
 
    “I think you can, too.  I’ll go talk to these morons and see if they’re willing to turn around and go home.  If not, we’ll see how many they’re willing to let die.” 
 
    Leisel signaled and the drawbridge tilted out and down.  I noticed for the first time how it was raised and lowered.  Ropes, not chains, over wooden rollers, controlled it.  Somewhere, there were winches to crank it up and down.  Several blocks of stone on each side, strung in a line so they were lifted one by one, acted as counterweights.  As the drawbridge tilted out, more blocks of stone were lifted by the ropes, counterbalancing it as the vector changed.  I thought the arrangement quite clever.  I made a note to remember it for all future drawbridge designs. 
 
    Out on the bridge, the plate-armored guys were standing and waiting.  The musicians were still playing.  The ribbon-banners were still rippling in the mountain breezes.  There were no priests with them, but maybe that was to be expected.  The warriors were in charge of hostilities, and there were traditions to be maintained.  No doubt their employers were back in the camp, awaiting word. 
 
    A couple of guys with several yards of string moved back from the lowering drawbridge.  They had knots tied in it at various points.  No doubt they were measuring the width of the two stone beams supporting the drawbridge, how far apart they were, and the width of the bridge, itself.  I can’t fault them for wanting to know and taking advantage of the situation.  Much good may it do them. 
 
    Leisel was ready to go out there with me, along with a whole entourage for show, but I told her to get crossbows ready instead.  I might not want to kill everyone on the bridge, but it couldn’t hurt to be able to. 
 
    I strolled out alone and stopped when my boots hit stone.  We all stared at each other for a bit. 
 
    “You wanted to talk?” I asked. 
 
    “You are…?” 
 
    “I am Al of House Lucard, the Mazhani of La Mancha Valley,” I told them, ignoring the discourtesy.  Normally, people state their own identity as a request for someone else’s.  Asking someone for their name without giving one’s own is rude.  I learned that somewhere. 
 
    “I am Berenor of Istvan.” 
 
    “You look familiar.  Are you one of the warriors’ council in Sarashda?” 
 
    “I am third.” 
 
    “I knew you were one of the best,” I agreed.  “Pleased to meet you, Berenor.  I’m sorry it isn’t under better circumstances.” 
 
    “As am I.  Do you wish to surrender?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “I am required to ask why.” 
 
    “You don’t have the food to stay here for long and you don’t have the force to guard your supply line.  Your employers’ main building—the Temple—has been reduced to rubble by the displeasure of the gods.  And if you try to invade my valley, I’ll kill every single one of you.” 
 
    I’m not sure what part of my statement disturbed them, but I’m guessing it was my latter two points. 
 
    “I am also required,” he went on, “to ask if you wish to settle this matter in a challenge of champions.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me,” I admitted.  “I’m partial to single combat.  Which way do you think you stand a better chance?” 
 
    Berenor looked me up and down as he hooked his thumbs behind his belt.  He took his time about answering. 
 
    “I’ve seen you fight.” 
 
    “So you have.” 
 
    “We’ll begin our attack in the morning,” he decided.  I bowed from the neck, acknowledging the compliment. 
 
    “Very well.  We’ll be ready for you in a moment.” 
 
    “I would expect no less,” he agreed, and started to turn away. 
 
    “One more thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “If you choose to surrender, I’ll stop the slaughter.  I don’t promise everyone will survive, but anyone who surrenders we will try to treat with honor and kindness.  Until then, you’re all only moving meat to be killed.  I just wanted to get that out there.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said, and the entourage followed him back along the bridge.  I watched them march back, their musicians still playing a happy, martial tune.  Despite this, I heard men laughing and arguing over who would have the honor of commanding the first assault. 
 
    “No,” I said, softly, “I don’t think you do.” 
 
    I went back over the drawbridge and spoke with Leisel at length.  Then she sent me back to my tower. 
 
      
 
    I’ll give them this, they were true to their word.  The crusaders kept working, making their preparations, but they didn’t mount an attack.  They spent the night exactly where they were.  Rather civilized of them, I thought. 
 
    On the other end of the scale, there were barbarian hordes massing in the west.  It would be a while until they got their act together, true, but instead of generically killing everyone, I had a better idea.  Okay, I thought it was a better idea.  It might be. 
 
    I spent a good portion of my afternoon holding an infant—at less than a week old, they aren’t much for conversation, but they do like something to hold on to—while I did some magical scouting.  It wasn’t too hard to find the leaders of the mobs gathering in the west.  Generally, it’s the biggest in the bunch, but there were some led by men with a balance between big and clever.  I also did a lot of looking around in the monolithic city of stone, hunting for people with a religious or political bent.  Shamans were easiest to find, but men with a ceremonial chain or medallion or some such were almost as easy.  I don’t know how their power structure is arranged, but it doesn’t seem too tightly bolted together.  Still, if I hit enough of them, it ought to work. 
 
    The tricky bit—and the key to the whole thing—was Firebrand. 
 
    I dunno how I feel about this, Boss. 
 
    “You’re going to be shouting at people instead of slicing them.  It’s almost as good.” 
 
    Yeah… no.  I mean, I get what you’re trying to do.  I don’t think I’m going to like it. 
 
    “You want me to get a volunteer so we can try your yelling spell?” 
 
    It’s not my yelling spell!  This is your hare-brained idea! 
 
    “I accept responsibility.  This is the safest way I can think of to do the communication.” 
 
    How about giving them idols?  Put spells on those! 
 
    “It’ll take too long.  Besides, you’re innately telepathic.  When they all have dreams about the Lord of Fire and Shadow, the Master of Night and Keeper of Secrets, it’ll inspire them.  When they find out they all shared the same dream, they’ll have to acknowledge it’s a sign from a god and get the band together.  Don’t you want to be a prophet?” 
 
    Not really, no.  I want to burn things, not tell them to get religion.  How about we find some heretics and burn those? 
 
    “Them.  ‘Those’ references things, not people.” 
 
    You say tomayto, I say tomahto.  You say people, I say lunchmeat.  All the things collapse in a heap when you set them on fire. 
 
    “I would think they scream and run or stop, drop, and roll.” 
 
    If they’re able to scream, you’ve only set fire to what they’re wearing, not their flesh. 
 
    “Point taken, but I’m not getting distracted.” 
 
    Boss.  Please.  I really don’t want to do this. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Really. 
 
    “Can I ask why?” 
 
    I’m not sure I can explain.  I don’t mind your spells to improve burning, but messing with my thinking… I’ve already had something like that happen, remember? 
 
    “Oh, I definitely remember.” 
 
    Now you want to pipe a nightmare— 
 
    “Prophetic vision.” 
 
    —prophetic vision through me into how many heads?  Dozens?  Add in the multiple gates involved and the fact we haven’t done anything like this before and I’m uncomfortable. 
 
    “I’m not sure I can actually get a volunteer to test it.” 
 
    I’m not asking.  I don’t want to do it at all. 
 
    “I don’t know enough about this whole psychic thing to do it by myself.” 
 
    So ask the other one. 
 
    “Bronze doesn’t communicate well with anyone else.” 
 
    Not her.  The other you. 
 
    “That… huh.  If he has enough energy for it, it might be a good idea.” 
 
    I think it’s a fantastic idea.  Please, Boss? 
 
    I dialed up god on the sand table.  He grinned at me and raised his eyebrows at the snoozing bundle. 
 
    “Still got it?” 
 
    “Still got it.  It’s hard to find a sitter when everyone thinks she should be abandoned on a mountainside.” 
 
    “I imagine so.  What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “How are your miracles these days?” 
 
    “Virtually nonexistent.  Why?” 
 
    “I want to send a prophetic vision to a number of barbarian brains, giving them dreams of the god of fire and so forth.  Firebrand has suggested I’m not qualified to do telepathic sendings, but also pointed out you’ve done it.  What do you think?” 
 
    “You have a good idea and I’m all for it,” he agreed, “but I lack the force necessary to pull it off.” 
 
    “But can I help you do it, or you help me do it?  I have a tiny gate—it takes power, but not so much I can’t use it all night.  I can brute-force it near sleeping leaders, toss through a pre-recorded dream spell, and move on to the next.  My trouble is, I need help with the psychic matrix of a dream.” 
 
    “Dream-sendings are trickier than you’d think.” 
 
    “I know!  I can send off a psychic thought, but building a whole immersive dream experience—one that won’t wake up the dreamer!—is a bit outside my experience.” 
 
    “Oh, you can include a sleep spell subroutine,” he replied, thoughtfully.  “They won’t wake up for anything short of someone setting the bed on fire.  But I can see how you’re having trouble with the dream, itself.  That’s more my bag.” 
 
    “Hence my supplication and prayer unto thee, O Lord of Shadows and Mysteries.” 
 
    He was silent for a bit, eyes unfocused, thinking.  I wondered if I looked the same way when I was chasing down an idea. 
 
    “Look, here’s the thing,” he said, finally.  “What we really need—what I really need—is some sort of focus for these jokers.  One dream is going to be weird, but a recurring dream—or one that keeps changing and updating—is harder to argue with.  If we could give them a statuette or something, a material object with my resonance imprint in it, not only could they pray to it, but I can use it as a channel to give them dreams.  Not all at once, maybe,” he continued, “but even a few at a time would be enough.” 
 
    “I was planning on doing all this later tonight,” I complained.  “There’s a war in the morning.” 
 
    “Has your micro-gate timer broken down?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Go into another world and leave your micro-gate here ticking over individual seconds.  Order a hundred or more statuettes and come back.  Wait a few seconds.  Go back, collect them, take them someplace with a dynamo and use my crystal as an attunement device.  You know this drill.  Then we can work to imprint the initial dream in them.  You bring them all back and use spatial gates instead of interuniversal ones—much cheaper—to drop them off, one by one, next to sleeping people.  They get a prophetic dream and a small idol mysteriously appears.  We can include it in the dream.  How’s that?” 
 
    “That… that’s disturbingly brilliant,” I agreed.  “Any ideas on what the statuette should look like?” 
 
    “You’re in a hurry, so how about you set up a couple of micro-gates to keep from losing time?  Pop over to an Earth and we’ll mull it over.  Pick one with a good industrial base and you can even get some diapers.” 
 
    He didn’t have to suggest it twice.  My only question was whether or not to take the baby.  I was going to be gone for seconds, possibly minutes. 
 
    I tried putting her down, still wrapped in the Baby Blanket of Darkness.  She didn’t wake up.  I hurried down to the barn and Bronze while I had the chance. 
 
      
 
    Two minutes and nineteen seconds later, I started trudging back up, carrying my first load of figurines.  They weren’t all that heavy, but the boxes were bulky.  I was proud of them.  I spent a good while rigging my pocket mirror to link with my Ring of Spying and the sigil-crystal so we could continue our conversation, since the sand table was a bit much to lug around. 
 
    Normally, I take off my Ring of Spying and put it in a receptacle on my sand table.  For the mirror, since I was going to hold the mirror in that hand, I didn’t bother.  This was a mistake.  Opening a micro-gate into a celestial energy realm while the ring is still on my finger was, to say the least, painful.  It wasn’t as bad as I’d feared, though.  A celestial entity isn’t as bad as sunlight, but it’s plenty bad enough.  The light—or more generalized energy—from an energy plane is even less damaging.  The three might be viewed as solar blowtorch—potentially finger-removing—a pocket mini-torch—potentially finger-disabling—and a standard lighter—immensely painful, but not instantly catastrophic.  I still don’t think it’s a good idea to go there as a vampire, though. 
 
    Now there’s an internal gate structure in the mirror’s frame and I’ve dunked my hand in a bucket of blood.  All is now well. 
 
    We worked out what sort of icon he wanted and how to make it palatable to the kustoni savages.  I spent even longer finding an artist, a sculptor, and a small company willing to manufacture them in quantity. 
 
    I put the crate down, quietly, checked on the sleeping baby, and went down for the rest of the boxes.  With everything up in the workroom, I fired up the sand table again. 
 
    “Ordinarily,” I began, as the face formed, “I’m not comfortable with the idea of time travel.” 
 
    “Me, either.” 
 
    “On the other hand, this idea is too useful for words.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed.  Did you get a good read on the time differential?” 
 
    “We were in four different universes, counting Zombie World and the Lair to get all the charged crystals, so it’s not helpful at this stage of my data collection.  But we got what we wanted.  That’s what counts.” 
 
    “So, we’re good to go?” 
 
    “Oh, you better believe it.” 
 
    I wound a loop of orichalcum and iridium wire into a small gate and did the preliminary enchantment work.  I laid out my charged crystal collection and drew my wand.  It was going to be a busy night. 
 
      
 
    A sleeping shaman snored.  In his hut of stacked menhirs, an opening in space appeared.  A hand reached forth, set a plastic statuette next to him, and withdrew.  The opening disappeared and the shaman muttered in his sleep. 
 
    The statuette was only about a foot tall, but it was intricate and detailed.  An armored man stood with a large brazier at his feet.  In one hand, he held a large sword, point-down by one foot, his hand lightly holding the hilt like an instrument of music.  In his other hand, he held a rolled scroll.  The whole figure was made of a black, polysialate plastic, hiding a small crystal at the statue’s heart.  The brazier was a functional oil candle, however, for throwing the statue’s shadow up and onto the wall behind. 
 
    Originally, we were going to attune the whole statue as a religious icon, but the crystal was a much better focus.  It retained an imprint for much longer and, with regular use, would have the imprint reinforced enough to last indefinitely.  The imprint on the plastic would degrade rather more quickly, requiring daily devotions to maintain.  We weren’t sure we could get daily devotions out of these guys, at least not quickly enough. 
 
    The dream unfolded in the mind of the shaman, given form and substance by a spell, but infused throughout with the presence of a being less human even than I.  The black field of night all around, a tiny island of earth and light in the emptiness, and a titan figure of darkness, wings as wide as the universe, descending, shrinking, taking on a form almost human—an armored man with a sword, and a cloak of darkness that moved without wind.  The message, delivered by the Lord of Shadows and Keeper of Sacred Mysteries to those who were deserving of them. 
 
    Even as it began, several miles away another opening appeared, another statue deposited, another dream started.  Again and again and again… 
 
    I started around midnight, since I wanted everyone asleep for this, and finished closer to dawn than I liked.  Still, tiring as it was to work so repetitively, I didn’t have any complaints.  Maybe it would deter barbarian wars in the future.  I doubted it would stop the upcoming raid, or attack, or whatever it was, but I could deal with those as a separate issue. 
 
    I prepared a bottle—advanced nutrient formula from an advanced timeline—and almost had it ready before the little one woke up.  Someone else was on the ball with my own meal, however, knocking, delivering a large tray, and departing without ever making eye contact. 
 
    They heard about you facing the commander of the army and his retinue all by yourself, Firebrand informed me. 
 
    “They did?”  I adjusted the baby and bottle so she wouldn’t swallow air.  “What of it?” 
 
    Well, you went out alone and faced them all down. 
 
    “That is not how it went!” 
 
    That’s how the rumor goes. 
 
    “I’m torn between being pleased I’m being misrepresented as a better person and being upset I’m being misrepresented as way cooler than I can possibly be.” 
 
    Could be worse.  They could think you’re a bloodsucking monster out to devour their souls. 
 
    “We’ll try and keep that a secret, shall we?” 
 
    The little one ate voraciously while I transformed.  I put her on the bed and held the bottle for her while icky substances crawled away from her along my skin.  We both cleaned up and I put her in a onesie.  She wasn’t sure what to make of it, but she didn’t complain.  I rang the mirror to watch the war while I ate.  I also blew on the sand table to stir it to life, showing me the overall view of the battle.  The little one decided watching all the movement was interesting.  I wasn’t sure she could focus on anything farther away than a couple of feet, yet, but as long as it kept her amused, she was content to sit on my lap and take it all in. 
 
    Dawn wasn’t the actual attack time, obviously.  Everyone woke up, had their breakfast, got themselves ready, set their gear, and so forth.  When they finally got themselves sorted out and ready to roll, it was at least an hour past sunup.  Anticipating missile fire, I would have made use of the early-morning dim, but I learned my warfare in a harder school, I suspect. 
 
    They locked four wagons together with braces and crossbeams, supporting a large, swinging log—a ram.  They’d brought a steel pyramid for a head and affixed it to the forward end.  It was magical in some form or other.  Metal plates protected the apparatus’ forward half from assaults from above, while a pair of wooden doors protected it from frontal attack.  As it ground slowly forward around the bend, pushed from behind, squads of four men flowed forward around it.  Each squad carried a log, cut flat on one side and notched on the other.  The first squad to cross the bridge reached the open space for the drawbridge, set down their log so the notches matched up with the stone braces, and ran back. 
 
    The second squad never made it to the braces.  Crossbow bolts volleyed, once, and stopped them in their tracks, dead or wounded.  While the third squad hurried past them, thinking they had time enough while archers prepared another volley, the crossbow drills bore lethal fruit.  The second volley killed or stopped them, as well.  Next squad, next volley, each dying before they placed their piece of the roadway to the drawbridge.  The roadway was littered with dead or wounded and scattered timbers. 
 
    The people pushing the ram ground to a halt, wondering what to do.  They could roll over the bodies, maybe, but not the timbers.  Besides, the timbers needed to be placed to get the ram to the raised drawbridge.  After a bit, they sent some people forward to collect the dead and wounded.  Nobody fired at them, so I presume there’s some sort of civilized code of warfare involved.  Either that, or Leisel was hoping to encourage the ram to come closer. 
 
    The second try involved a turtle of men, all with raised and overlapping shields, advancing to the abandoned timbers.  Despite the unfamiliarity of the maneuver, it worked, sort of.  They placed two more timbers before falling back.  Crossbow bolts protruded from several of them where their shields didn’t quite cover perfectly, and more were no doubt sidelined while someone pulled out the brand-new nails fastening shields to arms. 
 
    It’s good to have a shield that tries to deflect blows and projectiles, but it doesn’t help a lot when it just diverts it into another man. Given the attack angle, it was usually the man behind.  It’s more of an individual combat enchantment than an army one. 
 
    Nevertheless, they persisted.  The turtle worked, after a fashion, so they kept doing it, building their wooden road over the abyss.  The ram rolled up as men kicked timbers out of the way.  It provided a forward base to hide behind while assembling squads to move the timbers into place. 
 
    Eventually, despite the casualties from crossbow fire, the wood was in place, the men were hiding behind the ram’s armor, and everyone pushed forward. 
 
    Leisel chose that moment to dump the oil. 
 
    The piping in the bridge walls led through the stone drawbridge supports and into Bridgefort.  The funnel was high up in one of the towers to maximize the pressure gravity provided.  The flammable mixture flowed down through the stone and jetted out at the near end of the bridge.  As the rest of it passed on down the pipes, it jetted out of holes farther along, until it spewed some at the other end of the bridge. 
 
    I don’t know who flung the torch, but it lit the whole bridge on fire.  Men screamed and ran.  Crossbows on the towers had a view from the sides and could see beyond the ram.  They shot men down as they fled.  Every minute or so, Leisel had another bucket of liquid poured in, keeping the fires going around the ram.  It looked as though it would catch and burn on its own, but there was a hired wizard or two in the crusade. 
 
    They don’t cast spells quickly around here, which, I think, is why they rely more on enchanted objects.  Still, they can cast spells, and the one he picked was interesting.  It blew a concentrated, powerful wind along the bridge, sweeping the flames up and whirling them forward, splashing them against the wooden drawbridge.  The fires and the wind continued for a bit, but Leisel elected not to continue feeding them.  They died out, mostly, leaving both the ram mildly on fire and the drawbridge charred and smoking. 
 
    Crusaders charged forward with buckets of water, but also unchocked the wheels and drew the ram back to avoid risking it.  They withdrew in good order, but still took casualties from the towers.  Not as many as I expected, though.  The smoke obscured the archers’ view, I think.  They shoved it back down the road and around the bend to do some repairs. 
 
    Shortly thereafter, men advanced with shields again.  This time, they clung to the edges of the bridge, using the walls as cover, and advanced slowly.  I had to pan around to get a look at what they were doing.  The holes letting the oil out onto the bridge weren’t large, so they were taking wooden pegs and driving them in, blocking them up—corks!  It worked, too.  The pressure was only from gravity, not a pump, so pouring more oil in wasn’t going to pop the corks out. 
 
    I applauded their ingenuity and wondered what was next.  The ram, probably.  It was still their best hope of breaching the drawbridge, and they didn’t have supplies for a protracted siege.  I might have considered building a siege tower, instead.  I could roll it up to the edge of the drawbridge, drop the whole forward face of it, and use that as a ramp to the top of the wall.  Getting past the withering crossbow fire was the key.  It would cost, but it could work.  I doubted the local siege warfare was up to it, though, so my money was still on the ram. 
 
    Yep.  The ram rolled forward around the curve again.  I was glad I had a slight grade to the road and bridge.  Moving the thing into place had to be exhausting, and they didn’t include a good way to harness a horse to push.  It was all men, all shoving, all grunting, and some swearing.  And this was the second time in as many hours they had to shove the thing uphill. 
 
    I wish I’d made it steeper.  Ah, well.  I was thinking of commerce, not warfare. 
 
    As they approached, a mist rose from the gorge.  There was water down there, somewhere between a stream and a river, so it developed a natural fog on some days, but this was unnatural.  It foamed upward like smoke, roiling and churning, until it was like a cloud come down from the sky to lie in a rocky bed.  It was thick enough to block vision beyond a few feet.  I switched to thermal and watched anyway.  The archers didn’t have my advantage. 
 
    The ram’s forward braces hit the drawbridge.  Wooden chocks locked the wheels in place.  The wooden doors on the ram were pulled aside and back to clear the way for the ram.  Men heaved and let the ram fall back, swinging into the wooden barrier. 
 
    Interesting.  The enchanted ram didn’t pierce the wood.  I’d expected something so pointy to stick in, maybe even get stuck.  Instead, it communicated the force to the wood in a thin layer, perpendicular to the stroke.  The outer quarter of an inch or so blasted away in all directions, like ripples on the surface of a pond, fluttering down in the still air like snowflakes—or sawdust. 
 
    Boom!  Another layer of the drawbridge whiffed away.  Less of it went, though.  The first hit took off the charred outer layer.  The second hit affected mostly solid, undamaged wood.  It would take a while to bash through the whole door like that, but when it finished, the entire opening would be free, not simply a narrow, irregular hole.  It wouldn’t leave debris and be awkward to charge through.  There were advantages to the idea, but I didn’t like how much time it would take to do it. 
 
    Leisel liked the delay.  After the fifth hit, the drawbridge was over half an inch thinner, but the defenders volleyed buckets of flammable liquid out over the ram.  Some of it hit the shields and ran down, some of it splashed over and behind, onto the ram and the men working it.  Another bucket volley sluiced more oil over the ram, but no one lit it.  Instead, the attackers unchocked and fell back again, protecting their asset.  I think that was the idea. 
 
    Once they withdrew to the bridge, a volley of flaming quarrels scattered all along the bridge.  With the majority of the fuel now farther away, random shots could set it all alight without risking more damage to the drawbridge.  The makeshift bridge also burned, but when the crusaders’ wizard or wizards started up their burning wind spell, most of the fire was too far away to affect the drawbridge.  A couple of buckets of water every minute or so kept the vertical drawbridge relatively intact while the fire continued on the bridge-logs. 
 
    The wind dissipated the cloud spell, however, and some crossbows fired at the ram.  Sadly, shooting into the wind was not as effective as one might hope.  Ah, well. 
 
    Still, the ram was on fire.  While not enough to destroy it, this did cause a number of the metal shields on the front half to ping and sizzle, loosening or even removing them.  From the look of it, I think the fires damaged the ropes holding the main log, too.  They pushed the ram back around the bend again to make more repairs.  They let their wind and cloud spells lapse. 
 
    With the smoke and fog now cleared away, the attackers could see what was happening at the drawbridge.  The drawbridge kept getting wetted down while their own temporary bridge continued to burn.  The commander didn’t like that.  Rows of men with two shields each formed lines, covering the top and sides, forming a narrow tunnel for men with buckets.  They slowed the fires this way, trying to put out their bridge while the crossbows kept up a steady rate of fire.  At last, the wizards came up with something.  A big blob of water rolled up the road, hit the drawbridge, and exploded like a water balloon.  That put everything out. 
 
    The shield-tunnel fell back, bringing their dead and wounded with them.  Those crossbows were murderous beasties.  I was proud of the engineers who designed them. 
 
    The rest of the day was relatively quiet.  The crusaders repaired their ram and added more shields, extending the coverage farther back along the thing.  The defenders lowered ropes and hooks, lifting some of the logs and toppling them into the gorge.  The crusaders saw this, naturally, and cut more logs to fit.  They had to go farther afield to get lumber, but they were in no danger of running out of trees. 
 
    I spotted a wizard next to a command group.  Berenor, two other Firsts, and all seven priests were sitting around some camp tables under an awning, arguing.  I should have built the parabolic microphone, dang it.  Still, watching them argue, the priests seemed insistent and Berenor seemed firm.  At a guess from angry gestures, the priests wanted him to attack some more, continue attacking, and attack until he achieved victory.  Berenor, not being a fool, was telling them to butt out of warrior business.  Good for him.  I tried to get a closer view and actually hear what they were saying, but the wizard was obviously on scry-shield duty.  It wasn’t a spell I knew, exactly, but I recognized the disruption it caused when I got my sensor too close.  Ah, well. 
 
    In addition to the wizard doing anti-scrying duty, there were another three wizards in their camp, chanting and carving and handwaving over both ram and logs.  Fireproofing, I’d say. 
 
    I wouldn’t count on it, Firebrand offered.  Fire resistant, maybe, but fireproof is something I’ve never seen. 
 
    “Fair point.  Where do you reckon these guys sleep?” 
 
    Watch and see.  Bet you it’s one of the fancy wagons. 
 
    “No bet.” 
 
      
 
    Somewhat after sunset, the wizards did, indeed, retire to a pair of the residential wagons.  I noted with some interest they, like the other mobile homes, had metal tubes through the roof—stovepipes!  After playing with the baby for a bit, I prepared a couple of explosive charges, opened two gates, dropped one in each, and watched on the sand table as the wizards’ wagons went from wooden to splintered. 
 
    I don’t think anyone in their camp slept well for the rest of the night.  On a more positive note, now the siege would be something for warriors to settle. 
 
    Hmm.  I probably need to set up the rest of the explosives in the western tunnel, just in case.  I’ll go do that.  The little person doesn’t seem to want to sleep, so maybe a ride in the night air will help.  Going for a drive is supposed to help.  Maybe a horsey-back ride works as well. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the explosives are buried, embedded in the rock, along the floor of the tunnel.  If we have to detonate them, I doubt they’ll bring down the tunnel, but they’ll go off twenty feet inside the mouth of the tunnel and at twenty-foot intervals thereafter.  In the enclosed space, it should be lethal to everyone. 
 
    And yes, a horsey-back ride does seem to have a soothing effect on non-sleepy babies.  This one, anyway. 
 
    I carried her up to the workroom, sat down, put my feet up, and called Leisel.  She was awake and poring over a sand table of her own—a mundane one.  It was a flat tray with the basics of the Bridgefort, bridge, and road drawn in sand. 
 
    “How goes the siege?” I asked. 
 
    “You ask like you haven’t been watching.” 
 
    “I’d like your opinion.” 
 
    “I think they’ll give up and go home.” 
 
    “Really?  I’m not sure.” 
 
    “They can’t keep a bridge laid down for their ram,” she pointed out.  “They can’t keep it close for long enough to bash through the drawbridge.  At least, they have to believe that.” 
 
    “Oh?  Are they wrong?” 
 
    “We don’t have an infinite supply of that oil.  We can still set everything on fire, but we can’t keep it up.” 
 
    “Ah.  So, if they make a determined assault…?” 
 
    “They’ll get through the drawbridge.  But, as I said, they can’t know that.” 
 
    “True.  They’re out of wizards, too, I think.” 
 
    “They—?  How?  What happened?” 
 
    “It didn’t seem fair for them to have wizards on their side if I wasn’t going to participate on ours.  So now they don’t.  At least, I don’t think they do.  I might have missed one, but if I did, I think he’s going home.” 
 
    Leisel made a noise, somewhere between a grunt and a hum.  I’m not sure if it was disapproval or what. 
 
    “My Mazhani, you know I would never say something simply to hurt you, do you not?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Then, in that spirit, understand when I say you desperately need to learn to be more human.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Did you or did you not just say you casually eliminated the wizards in the enemy forces, simply because you thought they weren’t fighting fair?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Maybe.  Yes.  I suppose I did.” 
 
    “And you thought you were being reassuring, perhaps?” 
 
    “I thought so, yes.  Doesn’t it reassure you they don’t have wizards doing unnatural things in their favor?” 
 
    “From a warrior’s standpoint, yes.  From the standpoint of a mortal being?  Not so much.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re used to being… whatever you are.  Too used to it, maybe.  Things you find casual and matter-of-fact are things of power and mystery to the rest of us.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Obviously.”  She rubbed her face with both hands for a moment.  “Look, I have a siege to think about, so I don’t have much time to spare.  Try to think of everything you do that isn’t something mortals can do.  Now pretend you are impressed by them.  Now pretend the rest of us don’t comprehend them in the slightest and are afraid.  Better yet, pretend you are a god and you’ve come down from the realms of heaven and are trying not to overawe us with your divine potency.” 
 
    I might have winced a little at the last suggestion. 
 
    “Got it,” I told her.  “I’ll try.  Be human.  Blend in.  Pretend to be just another mortal.” 
 
    “You try to do that already,” she pointed out.  “Do better.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.  I guess you don’t want to counterattack tonight?” 
 
    “No.  I’m still hoping they pack up and leave in the morning.  Did the defense teams bring you any of the infiltrators?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “The people in the mirror room have been tracking mountain climbers as they worked around us to get into the valley.  I have teams out there to intercept them.  They’re supposed to bring them to me, but I’m not sure they all realize I’m here, not there.” 
 
    “I’ll look into it.” 
 
    “No, please.  I’ll call and ask directly.  You shouldn’t… you need to work on being more human before you get out and about.” 
 
    “Okay.  But if the siege doesn’t go away tomorrow, we counterattack tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    We signed off and I called god. 
 
    “Evening.  What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Entirely too much, but I’ve got a handle on most of it.” 
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Actually, what can I do for you?” I countered.  “I’m checking to see if I need to do something magical to ease your way for the miraculous.” 
 
    “We already set up the icons or idols or whatever they are,” he replied.  “I’m in good shape.  A couple of them have been destroyed, but most of them are intact—people are worried I’ll take offense.” 
 
    “Do I need to make an example of those who destroyed them?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.  I’m planning on dreams where those people figure prominently as being in disfavor.  Social pressure will seem like divine retribution.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “How’s the Battle of Bridgefort going?” 
 
    “Pretty good.  Leisel thinks they’ll pack it in tomorrow.” 
 
    “Are the priests still there?” 
 
    “How did—?   No, you would know something like that.  The priests are still there.” 
 
    “I suspect they’ll still insist on fighting.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “Great minds.” 
 
    “Yeah.  I was also wondering if I could trouble you for more divine wisdom.” 
 
    “Uh… if I can?” he replied, doubtfully.  “I mean, I’m not exactly a font of wisdom.” 
 
    “Make it celestial eyeballs, then.” 
 
    “Oh.  Sure.” 
 
    “You have a hard time seeing into the world, right?” 
 
    “It’s an effort,” he agreed. 
 
    “The sand table uses a mini-gate in my Ring of Spying to access the celestial realm you’re in.  If I made a larger opening, could you look through it more easily?” 
 
    “Hmm.  Probably.  I haven’t messed with your mini-gate connection because I know it’s how your communications setup works.  I have to tell you, it’s a hole into a higher-order energy state plane.  Power is flowing from this plane to that.  I doubt you can really sense it, mostly because you don’t see things in that spectrum.” 
 
    “I can sense it when it shines on me,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Ah.  Yes, at night, I’m sure you can, much the way a blind man can find a burning coal.” 
 
    “Very similar.  That’s why my ring is sitting in the recess in the edge of the table.  I should probably enchant the table with a micro-gate of its own, somewhere on the inside.” 
 
    “Whatever’s convenient for you.  But you’re right.  A bigger gate will be more dangerous because it will allow more power to flow through.  And even though you can’t see microwaves, you get enough of them and they’ll cook your brains.” 
 
    “Fair points.” 
 
    “You are also correct,” he went on, “that a gate would let me look at something and perceive it more directly.  If you have something you want me to examine, you can leave the Ring of Spying running and aim it at the subject—during the day.  I’ll look through and see what I can see.” 
 
    “Is this dangerous for the subject?” 
 
    “For you?  During the day?”  He thought about it.  “I wouldn’t think so.  Any subtler damage will regenerate at sunset.  When your chaos infestation takes over, it should wipe out anything, returning you to the precise form you had as it establishes equilibrium again.  For another living being, though… I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Now I’m concerned about any celestial gates.  How dangerous are these energy-plane environmental radiations?  Even plugged into the sand table, is my ring irradiating the room?  Do I need to put up shielding between the table and the infant?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think so.  She’s not in the line of fire, and the energies are being directed into the table’s enchantments.  She should be fine.  But a bigger gate will have a bigger output.” 
 
    “Okay.  In that case, never mind.  I’ll muddle through on my own.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.  I’ve got dreams to send.  Anything else?” 
 
    “Nope—wait.  There is one more thing.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “The Temples of the Empire.  The priests are worshipping ancestors as the gods of a particular caste or whatever, right?” 
 
    “It sure looks that way to me.” 
 
    “Can you send the priests dreams—not now, maybe, but after you gain a bit more of a foothold?” 
 
    “Uh… I suppose.  To what end?” 
 
    “Right now, a lot of them are probably legitimate believers.  Others are charlatans, con men, grifters feeding at the trough of religion.  If they can be converted to a true belief, you already have a head start on being head of the pantheon.  With their gods looking to you as the eldest, maybe we can expand the pantheon to include you.  It’s a long-term strategy to upend the social order here and keep the religious nuts off my back.” 
 
    “You want to encourage the worship of their gods so their gods will leave the blood-sucking vampire demon-monster alone?” 
 
    “It’s kind of counterintuitive, I grant you.” 
 
    “No, really?” 
 
    “Hey, this benefits you!” I argued.  “If you get this deal off the ground, I go back to being an avatar instead of a demon and lose a whole Empire of potential enemies!” 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” he admitted, “but I’m not sure you’re right, either.” 
 
    “All I’m sure of is, if I do nothing, I’ll keep getting crusaders and assassins.  My other option is to destroy all the Temples.” 
 
    “Possibly,” he mused.  “How small can you make a nuke?” 
 
    “That’s not the goddam point!” 
 
    “Ah,” he replied, blinking a bit.  “Touchy subject?” 
 
    I snarled at him.  He nodded. 
 
    “I apologize.  I shouldn’t joke.” 
 
    I put my face in my hands and scrubbed briskly for a moment.  The little one started crying.  Cursing softly, I picked her up and bounced her a little while glaring at my altar ego. 
 
    “I’m not happy about having to do it in the first place,” I reminded him, quietly.  “I’m planning to alter the past—now the future—and risk some sort of wacko paradox problem to make it never happen.  So when you casually suggest nuking my problems, it pushes my buttons.  I can think of it and shy away from it, but when you do it, it feels like you’re pushing for it.  All right?” 
 
    “I’m sorry.  All right.  And I’ll see what I can do with the proto-gods up here as far as creating a pantheon and making us all a part of it.  Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.  Thank you.  And I’m sorry I yelled at you.” 
 
    “You had reason.  It’s okay.  But I do have a question for you.” 
 
    “What is it?” I sighed. 
 
    “Do you really think you can stay here long enough for a jihad to be a problem?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, you’ve got problems with your people, right?  Don’t think I haven’t noticed the flavor coming off them as they revere you and fear you in the same thought.  Add to it problems with the kustoni to the left of you, Temples to the right of you, and everyone trying to volley and thunder.  Give me six months, a year at the outside, and you can go to the kustoni as the living avatar and high priest of the Lord of Shadows.  Right now?  Not a chance.  You definitely can’t go hang out in the Empire.  And as for the valley, how’s that looking?” 
 
    “First of all, shut up.  Second, go away.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he told me, sincerely.  “I mean it.  But you’re in danger of sitting on your volcano while the tremors get worse and worse, all the while thinking they’re not too bad today because they aren’t much worse than the ones yesterday.” 
 
    I collapsed his face into sand again and tried to ignore what he said.  I wound up feeding the baby and watching over the Bridgefort battlefield.  Nobody tried a nighttime attack.  I also looked around the valley, checking for the infiltrators Leisel mentioned.  There were three different groups of them, presumably saboteurs, but they were either dead, being transported to Bridgefort or—one group—pinned down in a narrow cave, unable to get out but difficult to remove. 
 
    Since the little person was sleeping again, I made sure the baby monitor spell was working, locked and enspelled the door, went down to the barn, and rode out to the cave.  They had two lanterns keeping the cave mouth lit, so it was easy to find. 
 
    We didn’t appear out of the dark.  I made a point of approaching with a hovering light over me, illuminating the darkened woods for their benefit, if not mine.  I did my best to be smiling and friendly and to greet everyone in a sincere and heartfelt fashion.  The warriors greeted me in return, respectfully, but were more wary than friendly.  Still, I’ve seen worse when the boss is being friendly while the employees are concerned about their jobs. 
 
    I went into the cave, tendrils out and writhing forward before me.  I didn’t kill anyone, just drained their vitality to a low ebb and dragged their unconscious forms out into the open air.  Six bodies, three trips, no problem. 
 
    The leader of the squad saluted with the up-and-out rotating gesture and thanked me for my help while his men cut their throats.  Apparently, Leisel didn’t want the infiltrators alive, which suited me.  I simply didn’t realize she’d given the order. 
 
    Sadly, nobody warned me they were about to cut throats.  I was busy talking to their captain while the rest simply carried out their orders.  The first I knew of it was when the hot, coppery smell of blood hit the air, followed momentarily by the feel of it crawling over my boot tops. 
 
    I suppose I could have jumped up, run away, pretended to surprise and terror, but to what end?  Instead, I stood there, resigned, while the blood pumped out of the bodies and hurried over to me.  Let them watch.  So what?  It’s going to be that kind of night, obviously.  Screw it. 
 
    When the last drops vanished, I mounted up without a word and went back to the keep.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 3rd Day of Lorinskir 
 
      
 
    I’ve been thinking about what my altar ego said.  Maybe he has a point.  Maybe this isn’t the place for me.  Or, more correctly, maybe it’s no longer a place for me.  Maybe I ruined this place for myself.  Whether I ruined it for everyone else is an open question, but it’s getting too complicated for me to live here, much less get to the work I want to do. 
 
    I could have put more effort into finding a non-Earth universe, I suppose.  There are a lot of things I could have done differently once I got here, too—and probably should have done differently.  Maybe this is my mulligan.  Or would that be Rethven?  I haven’t had a lot of different worlds where I try to blend in for the long term.  This could be a good example of how not to do it. 
 
    Or maybe blending in with alien cultures isn’t my forté. 
 
    All right, fine.  Maybe I’ll go away and lurk in an Earth timeline until I can nail down the perfect non-Earth universe to sit in while I watch the timelines go by.  I have plenty of things to occupy my time besides coping with two civilizations, one religion, a heretic movement, and a protestant valley. 
 
    Crap.  I have a baby to deal with.  Well, there are foster families and orphanages on most Earth worlds.  Surely I can find a decent home for… Hmm.  Where does one find a good home for what is, potentially, a soulless monster-child?  I mean, it looks normal, both to my physical inspection and Vamp-O-Vision™.  How do I prove it isn’t a soulless monster? 
 
    Why the hell do the locals think that, anyway? 
 
    All right, maybe I’m not foisting off the potentially-monstrous baby on an unsuspecting foster family.  I can hire a damn sitter and still get stuff done.  Maybe she’ll be human enough for daycare.  Preschool.  Whatever it is people do with small children.  Or I can find a foster family and still hang around, watching for signs she’s the monster everyone here thinks she is.  There’s an idea. 
 
    This is the revenge of fate, sticking me with a child because I was such a failure with my own kids.  I want a word with the Norns.  I do not appreciate this.  I’ve had enough character-building experiences.  I’m all leveled up, thank you.  Can I please be left alone? 
 
    Of course not.  I have some goddam destiny to fulfil and a paradox to negotiate. 
 
    I want to hit something. 
 
    Instead of hitting something, I practiced some deep breathing, slowly went through the motions of sixteen lethal strikes, played with a baby, and watched the ongoing Battle for Bridgefort. 
 
    The loss of the wizards hit them pretty hard.  They spent most of the morning filling every container they had from the mountain stream near their campsite.  Maybe I should reroute that to deny any future attackers ready access to water.  I left it in the first place because I was thinking of caravans, not crusaders.  Dang it, balancing commerce and warfare is a political thing and I hate politics. 
 
    They also spent a good portion of the morning praying.  The priests were out ministering to the faithful and trying to bandage morale.  Judging from the looks on their faces, the priests were either honestly faithful about the righteousness of their cause or excellent con men.  Maybe I should look at them more closely some evening. 
 
    Morale needed bandaging.  From my sky-based vantage point, I detected movement.  No less than twenty individuals had deserted the force and were working their way through the terrain, avoiding the road, headed east.  Half of them were wounded, generally in the left forearm.  I suspect they didn’t feel like enduring another hailstorm of bodkin points. 
 
    About midmorning, the remaining forces resumed hammering on the ram, adding more roof.  They definitely didn’t like having buckets full of oil splattered across and over their frontal protection.  The ram was still open at the rear, though, to allow for the swing. 
 
    They took an early lunch and rolled out. 
 
    The Bridgefort defenders hadn’t been idle, either.  During the night, Leisel ordered all the lamp oil, cooking grease, and other flammables brought up from the villages.  She also lowered some men on ropes, sending them out to gather the crossbow quarrels lying on the bridge—a fraction of the ones fired, what with the ravine below and the ones still stuck in attackers.  Still, no point in wasting them. 
 
    I wondered why she sent so many.  There were over a dozen who did nothing but move down toward the other end of the bridge and form a shield wall, two shields high.  Nobody was attacking.  My first thought was it was a safety measure.  If someone did decide to send out a probing force, the shield wall would give the rest time to retreat.  Then the shield-bearers could withdraw under cover from the crossbowmen. 
 
    They the rest of the force also loosened some of the peg-corks in the bridge walls without removing them.  The remaining logs the crusaders laid down were flipped over, sawn most of the way through, and replaced.  When they finished, the men caught ropes, walked carefully across the drawbridge supports, and were hoisted up again. 
 
    I caught on as they packed up and retreated into Bridgefort.  Maybe the shield wall was there to deter or delay an attack.  I think, though, with a lack of scrying for the enemy, the shields were there to block vision.  The enemy sentries reported activity on the bridge, but they couldn’t tell what was actually happening.  Seeing buckets of crossbow bolts being lifted up was obvious, but the cork-loosening and the log-sawing were less apparent. 
 
    In the morning, the ram ground forward as crusaders heaved on it, shoving it around the bend.  Ahead of them, squads with shields and new bridge-logs advanced.  They’d learned.  The leading row was made of shields, all overlapping, and held with both hands rather than worn on the arm.  Bolts still penetrated, but most of them failed to injure anyone.  A few penetrated to hit hands.  Once in a great while, one went completely through, hit scale armor, and bounced. 
 
    None of the men in these formations were First, so their shields, while enchanted, were merely strengthened.  The magic made sheet metal laminated over wood tough enough to routinely survive battles.  They weren’t prepared against a great deal of force all concentrated on a pinpoint.  I’m a bit surprised any of the bolts penetrated completely, but those bodkin points were impressive. 
 
    The second row carried their log, interspersed with shields held high over it.  These were the few warriors with more money, or more interest in spending it on expensive enchantments.  These shields had deflection enchantments, and given the angle of the shot, tended to divert the bolts behind them.  Since these shields defended the logs, they came last, so there was no one to wound behind them.  It was an effective way to move forward and lay down the logs with minimum casualties—well, fewer casualties than yesterday.  They didn’t hurry, exactly, but they went slowly enough to get the new maneuver right.  Every squad had its wounded, but every squad laid down a log and retreated in good order, with everyone leaving under their own power. 
 
    Smart enemies annoy me, but Leisel is pretty smart, herself. 
 
    With their wooden bridge restored—or apparently so—the ram started its run across the stone portion.  Rather than waste crossbow bolts on it, baskets of rocks were already in place all along the parapet.  They were irregular, ugly stones, not smooth round ones, and I wondered why there were also piles of short, split firewood.  The defenders threw the wooden blocks and stones, hammering at the shields of the ram, trying to loosen or dislodge them to open up the interior to other attacks.  Some of these bounced and landed in front of the ram, occasionally forcing them to stop and clear the wheels, but most of them landed to either side. 
 
    The ram reached the wooden bridge and the lead wagons of its frame started over them.  The timbers held for a moment, but the fire-weakened and half-sawn-through logs crackled and split, finally snapping.  The front wheels of the two lead wagons crunched through, smacking their axles into broken wood and the stone drawbridge supports.  The whole ram came to a jarring halt as the four lead wheels effectively hit a massive pothole and stopped. 
 
    The defenders, on signal, started flinging oil-soaked wooden blocks over the ram to have them bounce and clatter on the stone bridge behind it.  Several of the loosened corks popped as more flammable liquid poured out.  In moments, the stuck ram was standing in a pool of fire.  Behind it, wooden chocks, also on fire, blocked it from backing through yet more flames—assuming they could get the front wheels of the structure up over the edge again. 
 
    Shouted commands to back the ram were obeyed, at first, and they heaved, trying to get it to move, but Leisel wasn’t done. 
 
    During the night, they manually lifted the counterweights for the drawbridge.  Now they released the bridge and a line of burly men shoved on it, pushing the massive, twenty-by-twenty section of timbers outward.  It tilted, gaining speed, and slammed into the front of the ram’s covering, cracking the lumber of the relatively thin frontal doors.  The impact broke one to hang askew, as well as crunching the frame over the ram and dislodging several shields.  They dropped the counterweights and cranked the winches, yanking the drawbridge vertical again, while crossbowmen fired into the openings and bucket men sluiced more oil onto and into the ram. 
 
    With the wheels stuck, arrows coming in, fire all around and spreading underfoot, and fresh waves of flame pouring in the front, and a constant hail of steel-tipped death raining in, morale failed.  Men ran.  And they took even more casualties from the towers. 
 
    The ram burned where it was and people on the walls occasionally threw more wood on the fire, keeping it going.  It blocked further attacks for the day. 
 
    I called Leisel, let her know I wanted to talk, and waited for her convenience.  It’s a busy job, but she got back to me fairly quickly.  Her image rippled into view on my main mirror. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Have everyone try to rest,” I told her.  “If the crusaders don’t start packing up for a retreat today, we’ll attack them tonight and finish them off.” 
 
    “Sir, even if we catch them by surprise, even with so many of them wounded they still outnumber us at least five-to-one.” 
 
    “I know.  I feel confident we can take them.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Have a hundred of the best swordsmen ready to follow me into battle,” I added.  Whatever she was about to say, she checked it. 
 
    “Follow?  You’re going to fight?” 
 
    “Tonight, I’m going murdering.  The rest of them will go fighting.  Aside from my personal collection of combatants, make sure we’ve got all the ammunition we can carry for everyone else.  They’ll be advancing into contact with the enemy to shoot them, but they may be forced to switch to melee.  You can never tell exactly how it’s going to go.” 
 
    “If I may make a suggestion?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    We discussed my plan in greater detail and she had a lot of good ideas. 
 
      
 
    The crusaders did not pack up to leave.  I watched a heated pantomime between Berenor and the priests.  From the look of it, the priests were insisting and overriding their general.  He eventually threw up his hands and let them have their way. 
 
    They started building a new ram.  I wondered if they had a replacement for the magical ram-tip they lost in the fire.  Probably not, but a sufficiently heavy tree trunk and some iron straps would do.  Not quickly, but eventually. 
 
    Looking farther back, I spied a small caravan setting out from Sarashda.  Judging by the contents of the wagons, I was pretty sure it was headed to resupply the crusaders.  It also had fifty more warriors, presumably fresh-hired for guard duty and reinforcement.  A boxy, mobile-home type wagon also accompanied the caravan, complete with wizard.  It amused me to see five wagons loaded with spare wheels. 
 
    I was in no mood to deal with crap, and all of this was rapidly becoming crap.  I waited for sunset, cleaned up, fed the little person, and called downstairs for someone.  An armored lady answered my summons. 
 
    “Good evening.  This is mine,” I pointed to the little person, now sleeping on my bed.  “I want it alive and unharmed.  Do you have any problem with that?” 
 
    “No, sir!” 
 
    “Let me be clear:  I will be angry if anything at all happens to it.  It is to be guarded continuously from anyone and everyone until I return.  Am I clear?” 
 
    “Clear!” 
 
    From the hard glints in her spirit, I believed her.  There was a sincere determination in there.  Whether she liked the idea or not, I impressed on her my orders and the seriousness involved.  Hell, high water, nuclear waste, hordes of ants—she would carry out her orders.  Nothing was touching the child but me.  Period.  Full stop. 
 
    “Questions?” 
 
    “No, sir!” 
 
    “Good.  There’s a bottle on the nightstand if she wakes up.  Try to let her sleep.” 
 
    I went up to the workroom and through a brute-force gate. 
 
    The relief caravan was parked for the night, horses unhitched and hobbled, with a pair of sentries watching over the camp.  Their campfires were burning low, but not yet down to coals.  This is not good for one’s night vision, which helped me get close to the camp.  Tendrils of invisible darkness coiled out, slithered into a sentry, and leeched him of his vitality.  He was already seated on a keg, leaning back against a wagon, so he made no noise as he passed into unconsciousness.  The other sentry was scarcely worse.  He collapsed in stages—knees first, and then toppling—and made almost no noise. 
 
    Did the wizard have protection against my tendrils?  Turns out, yes, he did.  It wasn’t specific to me, but a general magical defense.  I could break it, but he would know the instant I did.  I left his wagon alone for the moment and turned my attention to the guards.  They were asleep already, but now they grew tired.  Then exhausted.  Then comatose.  They didn’t die—that takes focus and effort on my part—but they slept like the dead.  It was time for the supply wagons. 
 
    My cloak can spread at roughly one square meter per second, at least at night.  After several seconds, I flung it like a blanket over the nearest supply wagon.  It settled over the thing—and all the way down to the ground.  I whisked it away like a magic trick and poof!  The wagon was gone! 
 
    The warriors sleeping underneath it did not go with it.  I dragged them aside beforehand. 
 
    One by one, the wagons simply disappeared, softly and silently vanishing away, never to be met with again. 
 
    With the supplies dealt with, I led the horses away.  They didn’t need to be nearby for this. 
 
    Wizards, as a rule, seem to enchant their wagons with a variety of convenience and security spells.  The ones I’ve seen tend to be warmer in winter and cooler in summer.  They often self-repair.  Doors and windows are dangerous to open if you don’t have the proper key or the password.  Dirt and mud have a hard time passing inward through the openings.  Little things like that. 
 
    I shorted out the enchantment on the door, broke through it, and put my fist in the face of the rudely-awakened wizard.  My fist was fine.  His face was not.  He lay down suddenly while bleeding from his nose.  He didn’t resist as I searched him, removing various bits of magical jewelry.  A protective amulet prevented my tendrils from touching him, but nothing completely prevented me from laying hands on him.  Did it sting?  Yes.  But I’m sort of used to doing things that hurt.  Knowing I’ll get better in a minute means I don’t mind as much.  Besides, removing it with a Saber of Sharpness didn’t sting a bit. 
 
    Later, when he woke, he was naked and bound.  He also had bits of rag stuffed up his nose, but that was for his benefit, not mine. 
 
    “Here’s the thing,” I told him, propping him up so he could see his wagon.  “You and your employers have a misconception.  Your gods are nice and all, but you’re not worshiping all of us.  You’re not giving the rest of us our due credit as deities worthy of respect.  Now, if you want to go on worshipping your ancestors, we have no objection, but you can’t go on discriminating against us.” 
 
    “I’m not.  I mean, I don’t care.  It’s a job!  It’s just a job!” 
 
    “Good.  Maybe you can persuade the rest of these people to go back to the Temple and quit.  In the meantime, you get to see an avatar at work.  Ever heard of the Lord of Shadows, God of Flame, and Master of the Sacred Mysteries?” 
 
    “Uh… no.” 
 
    “Can you see magical objects?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “See my cloak?” 
 
    “Uh… no?” 
 
    “Weird, isn’t it?” I asked.  He agreed.  “It’s a relic, made manifest in the world by the power of the god whose avatar I am.” 
 
    “The avatar?” 
 
    Damn.  They don’t have a word for a physical manifestation of a deity.  I defined the term for him and gave him a second to grasp the notion. 
 
    “Here.  Watch.  You’ll get the idea.” 
 
    I repeated my disappearing wagon trick, this time on his wagon.  He darn near swallowed his tongue.  I think the miraculous effect disturbed him even more than the actual loss of his wagon.  He didn’t see magic in play, so it had to be a miracle.  I didn’t correct him. 
 
    “Either the priests of the Temple are going to need a lot more priests to offer respects to all of us gods,” I told him, “or there will be a lot fewer priests.” 
 
    I drained the last of his vital energies and left them all there to wake in the morning. 
 
      
 
    The little person was fine.  I left Kania—that was the warrior’s name—to continue babysitting duty while Bronze and I headed out to Bridgefort.  I was torn between keeping the image of a half-demon or trying to be as friendly and nonthreatening as possible.  I went with smiling and friendly on the basis people already had a mild fear of me and didn’t need it ramped up to terror. 
 
    We loaded up a hundred warriors—including Velina, to my surprise, and Tessera, whom I expected—in the trailer, along with Bronze.  Bronze, of course, merely parked her statue in the trailer, legs splayed wide to provide a stable platform when she wasn’t in it.  She wore the truck. 
 
    What did I say to Berenor of Istvan?  “If you try to invade my valley, I’ll kill every single one of you.”  Yes, that was it.  Technically, I might not keep my word, but close enough is good enough. 
 
    Bronze’s engine thundered to life, hitting closer to a seven-point-two, bellowing fire from her stacks for a moment.  It sounded as though she’d enlarged the engine.  Maybe she had.  We surged forward, rolling out like an angry Autobot, charging the raised drawbridge.  I’m familiar with the stabilization delay on gates, so I fastened my seat belt and concentrated on the spell.  The gate activated a moment before we hit it, settling down almost exactly as we passed through.  It snapped shut behind us and we were on a moonlit piece of road outside Spogeyzer, headed west again, without so much as a sudden bump. 
 
    We cruised west for quite a bit before we pulled up to a stop in the foothills and offloaded our troops.  I gave them their orders and they all saluted with that palm-down-rotating-up-and-forward gesture.  I found a spare moment to wonder where the gesture came from.  How did it originate and why?  Things I’ll never know… 
 
    Bronze shifted into as close to silent running as she could.  The semi turned darker, the engine dropped from a rumble to a purr—even the tires on the road hissed instead of crunched.  There’s only so much she can do with an entire truck, though.  We accelerated slowly, building speed quietly for our run. 
 
    We rolled up the road, sneaking up on the camp, and I kept a sharp lookout, tendrils already fully extended and ready to tentacle-whip somebody.  The first sentry got the brunt of it, dropping dead before he could warn anyone.  We rounded the curve into the camp and I killed another sentry in similar fashion. 
 
    Bronze veered slightly from the plan and the road.  We were supposed to keep closing on the camp as much as possible.  As long as I dropped sentries without a warning, fine.  Then we would sweep through, tendrils out and clawing at everyone, exhausting the majority of the camp.  It would work mostly because they were pretty spread out due to the terrain.  They were in tents alongside the road, mostly on our right, about three deep. 
 
    Her idea, however, also had some merit.  She shifted gears and vented an exhaust port, causing her flames to belch to the sides, rather than out the top of the stacks.  It also unmuffled her engine roar like turning a kitten into a tiger.  Engine thunder roared as her lights blazed like orange-gold fire, bright as sunrise ahead of us.  We swung to one side, off the road, to plow through a rank of tents.  She weaved slightly, sending the empty trailer back and forth like a dragon’s tail, smashing anything it touched while she steamrollered everything in front. 
 
    I just sat there and sucked up vitality from anything we were about to run over.  I thought we could be more subtle, but she had a point.  There comes a time to screw subtle and just go for it.  Go big or go home, something like that.  And I had to admit it was much more fun than sneaking around through the camp.  Riskier, perhaps, but maybe she picked up a sense of fun from Mary.  She sure as hell doesn’t get it from me. 
 
    We blasted through the camp at fifty miles an hour, engine roaring as she poured on the power, blue-green sparks dancing around the drive wheels.  Despite this, we rammed, slammed, squashed, squished, and generally pulped enough stuff to slow us to twenty by the time we hit the far curve and headed for the bridge. 
 
    Nobody was following at that moment.  The confusion and carnage were enough to keep them busy all night, I figured. 
 
    I called ahead and Leisel ordered the drawbridge lowered.  The crusaders’ timbers either broke away, burned, or were hauled up by hooks, so the drop zone was clear.  Bronze rumbled over the bridge, through the Bridgefort entrance, and down to her parking spot. 
 
    She threw open the trailer doors, changed bodies, and leaped out.  I mounted up and activated a deflection spell.  The enemy wasn’t well-supplied with missile weapons, but we were.  And no fire is friendly fire when you’re in the line of it. 
 
    We headed back across the bridge, Firebrand out and blazing, while I shouted to carry out their part of the plan—a firing advance.  Ranks and files of crossbowmen—each led by a melee fighter with a big shield—marched across the bridge in our wake, somewhat more slowly than Bronze. 
 
    Bronze and I came around the bend and into sight of the camp.  A thousand men were up and moving, putting out fires, sorting out wounded, recovering and salvaging.  Another thousand were armed and prepared for trouble—prepared in the sense they weren’t doing anything else, I mean.  They were not prepared for a fire-breathing giant horse, a lunatic monster in magic armor, and a flaming sword of dragons to come around the bend, followed by half the night sky billowing like the wings of the angel of death. 
 
    If they were an army, they might have responded as a group.  They were not an army.  Some ran, some charged, a few grabbed friends and tried to form defensive positions, some took shelter behind wagons, others headed for horses.  The ones heading for horses had their hands full.  Every horse in sight was already spooked by Bronze’s initial, thundering charge, but now Bronze told them to fight.  As a result, they were in no mood to be touched by anything or anyone.  It’s disheartening to grab for a mount and find it’s willing to bite and kick. 
 
    The ones who faced me were cut down, stomped down, or simply died on the approach.  We kept pushing forward, killing anything in reach, cutting a swathe of destruction and death while setting fire to more things.  Firebrand encouraged the new and pre-existing fires as we passed.  Wagons burned.  Tents went up.  So did people who tried to fight fires instead of us.  Even so, there wasn’t a lot they could do to us. 
 
    We passed through with no more than some scratches and dings, made it another hundred yards down the road, and turned.  I held up Firebrand so it had a better view and could keep the fires growing while we waited.  It wasn’t long before the shouting and horn-blowing and swearing turned into more organized bedlam.  They formed up as infantry, those who were both healthy and brave enough.  Bronze and I advanced toward them at a slow walk and they started out at a march to meet us.  Their shields were out, side-by-side, flats of their swords resting on the upper edges of the shields. 
 
    This was a fight they could understand.  This was something they could deal with.  A thousand men in a series of shield-walls against a single cavalry rider?  We can take him.  We will take him.  We got this. 
 
    They did not got this. 
 
    The columns of archers rounded the bend, marched another twenty or thirty paces, and started firing into the rest of the crusaders.  They didn’t have much in the way of a reserve back there, but they did have walking wounded as quasi-combatants.  They shouted and sounded the alarm, of course, and promptly died.  Others took up the cry and died.  A bunch of men grabbed shields and died.  Withering, punishing fire poured out of the archer ranks as they advanced one step for every shot. 
 
    Bronze and I stopped and waited, letting the confusion build.  Horns and drums sounded, drawing off some of the force facing me, so we advanced again. 
 
    The trouble with people who rely mostly on one particular sort of weapon is the rest of us don’t.  Firebrand stopped encouraging the fires in the crusader camp.  The archers had plenty of illumination.  Instead, it focused on being a flamethrower.  Bronze breathed fire at the front rank, from beyond their reach, and Firebrand helped. 
 
    Synergy, that’s the word.  When the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. 
 
    Fire swept the enemy lines like… well, like dragon breath.  The front rank mostly collapsed.  A few screamed first.  The second and third ranks broke, turning—on fire—to run screaming through their own allies, breaking their lines, ruining their morale, and making it easy for us to advance.  The cloud of my psychic tendrils surrounded us, draining vitality, leaving frightened warriors with a chill feeling, a sensation of weakness and uncertainty.  Anyone with a protective amulet or other device was immune, of course, since I was only spreading tendrils, not focusing on anyone in particular.  Those warriors had their own troubles.  Bronze crushed anything foolish enough to come within range up front.  Firebrand cut through most things with its plasma edge.  I kept my cloak draped behind us and along my left.  No one could strike at us from there and a few even disappeared, screaming, into the open darkness when they misjudged their strike.  A few lucky or skilled warriors managed to time their attacks exactly right to get past the fire breath, Firebrand, and land a blow precisely as we blew past at forty miles an hour.  Bronze took the hits like a metal statue.  I took hits as though I were a dead man wearing enchanted armor. 
 
    We went through the warriors again, headed generally back through them toward Bridgefort.  We meandered somewhat, sweeping through knots of semi-organized resistance, or at least close enough for me to hit them with a profound feeling of exhaustion.  I don’t know how many we killed, but it was a lot. 
 
    Someone in scale armor shouted orders amid a tight knot of warriors.  They’d broken out the spears.  The Empire’s cavalry wasn’t usually the heavy, armored cavalry, since the First tended to be captains, not grouped combatants.  Still, lighter cavalry was quick and dangerous, so having spears was a good idea.  They thought the spears would do some good against Bronze. 
 
    It was a good thought.  In point of fact, Bronze took several spears to the neck, chest, and belly as we went through them.  I felt one score low against my right side and another on my shoulder.  And, if I’m going to be fair, the guy in the scale armor shouting at his comrades was surprisingly good.  I’d guess he was either a First on hard times or rapidly fighting his way up the ladder.  All he needed was the fancy armor and he’d easily qualify.  He leaped in, a blade in either hand, under the spear-thrusts as we pounded through his men.  One sword shattered on Bronze’s right foreleg.  The other whacked my armored shin. 
 
    Then we were through them to trample a surprised-looking fellow, turn, and charge again.  This time, I paid attention to the man trying to cut Bronze’s leg out from under her.  I almost got him, too, but Bronze veered at the last instant to set him on fire and stomp him out. 
 
    A priest appeared out of nowhere, arms spread wide, shouting at me in a high chant.  The glow of his faith was a palpable thing and it hurt to look at him.  On the other hand, as we circled him, I spotted another priest doing the same thing, but there was no corresponding glow.  Interesting.  One is a believer and the other is simply mouthing the words?  Possibly. 
 
    It hurt to reach toward the light, but Bronze was moving to the side, so I had a good angle.  I lashed out with my left hand, whipping a thick-braided cable of tendrils forward, slapping it through the flesh and blood and soul of the faithless priest.  He fell as though I’d split his physical form in two.  This distracted the chanter, who gaped in surprise and terror at the death of his companion.  Good.  Later, I might be able to discuss with him the nature of the gods and send him back to explain— 
 
    A crossbow bolt sailed through the night and took him in the back of the head.  Damn.  Well, maybe some other priest… 
 
    We paused near the middle of the burning camp.  The organized resistance was clustered in knots of warriors.  Whatever command and control they had over the army as a whole was currently shot to hell, but no doubt they would get a grip again if we left them alone.  I raised Firebrand and it shot a jet of flame into the sky.  Minutes later, a hundred warriors waded in from the east—a hundred fresh and eager warriors, facing terrified and exhausted warriors. 
 
    I let the troops carry the assault and did my best to break up organization or anything resembling a fair fight.  Bronze and Firebrand and I deliberately sought out the heaviest resistance and, in general, Bronze and Firebrand did their best impression of a dragon.  What organization the enemy troops had went up in smoke and screams. 
 
    Finally, I spotted Berenor of Istvan.  He had given up on the use of banners, since they kept catching fire for some strange reason, and was directing men on the horns and drums, presumably trying to rally troops.  He had a nice grouping of a hundred or more gathered around him and the remaining priests.  I left them where they were and diverted any of my own people headed their way.  Let them sit in their circle of shields and steel as long as they didn’t bother the rest of us.  I made a point of telling Leisel to relay orders to the archers about leaving them alone. 
 
    Bronze and I sat about thirty feet from the edge of their perimeter while the carnage continued everywhere else.  Since I wasn’t using my human illusions for this fight, Berenor, maybe sixty feet away, met my lack of eyes with an equal lack of pleasure.  He remembered I offered to let them surrender.  I didn’t need Firebrand to relay it.  I met his eyes and knew he remembered.  I’m a little bit psychic. 
 
    He didn’t ask to surrender, though.  He watched the slaughter for several minutes before he realized he and his men were being saved for last.  I saw him say a naughty word when he caught on. 
 
    His trumpeters sounded.  Since his men didn’t break their ring and charge, I assumed it was a call for retreat.  Moments later, those few survivors who were still trying to fight or flee decided to try giving up.  Archers covered them while infantry captured them.  The badly wounded were laid out and treated while the more able-bodied were divested of weapons and armor and bound, typically to each other, back-to-back. 
 
    I sat and waited while things settled down.  Berenor and his troops also sat tight.  I met his gaze again and raised an eyebrow.  If it’s a surrender, shouldn’t everyone surrender? 
 
    Berenor watched the proceedings, first.  We were stripping, sorting, and stacking for about an hour before he was satisfied we weren’t killing everyone out of hand, but actually accepting them as prisoners.  I guess there are drawbacks to trying to impress on the enemy my willingness to slaughter them all.  He worked his way through the ranks of his men and approached me.  He drew his sword and held it out on the palms of his hands. 
 
    I dismounted and approached him, still holding a lit Firebrand in one hand.  He didn’t like that, but he didn’t run, either. 
 
    It wasn’t a long walk, but I packed a lot of thinking into those few paces.  When the only tool you have has a hammer, you want to hit things with it.  It can be used to bash the nuts off something, even when it would be better to twist them off.  The Temple would continue to antagonize me.  Warriors would still take their money.  Small nuclear devices would take tactical bites out of each major city and throw the entire Empire into chaos. 
 
    So many thoughts ran riot through my brain, I hesitate to call it thinking.  It was more of a juggling act than a careful weighing of forces, effects, and repercussions.  It wasn’t a flowchart or a logical decision tree.  It was a cloud of intuition, coalescing. 
 
    It all boiled down to the fact I didn’t want to be a nuclear power.  I didn’t want to be a god, either, but being a god is socially acceptable, and it might mean I didn’t have to become Death, shatterer of worlds.  But one cannot be a god and live among mortals.  They eventually discover gods have feet of clay—sometimes quite quickly. 
 
    Even when you have nothing but bad choices, you still have to choose, even if you choose to do nothing. 
 
    I stopped in front of Berenor and he went to one knee.  I carefully accepted his sword.  The rest of the men immediately went to one knee and laid their weapons on the ground.  The priests remained standing, trying to be as aloof from events as haughty looks could keep them.  One of them looked downright angry and had the makings of an impressive bruise on one side of his face.  Maybe Berenor backhanded him to shut him up while I was looking elsewhere.  I wish I’d seen it. 
 
    “What is your will?” he asked.  
 
    “Berenor of Istvan,” I said, softly, “you are not to be killed or ransomed, but returned with all those under your command who survive.” 
 
    “You are generous.” 
 
    “No.  I am fulfilling a mission,” I lied.  “Get up.”  He rose and faced me. 
 
    You’re going to owe me for this, I sent to my altar ego.  He didn’t respond, but I didn’t expect him to. 
 
    “I do not understand,” Berenor admitted. 
 
    “You will.  I will address your men and mine.  Work with my captains to arrange matters, giving the wounded consideration.  And no one is to speak so much as a word to the priests.  Not a syllable.  Pretend they do not exist, for they have offended me.  Is that understood?” 
 
    Berenor glanced at the priests.  His expression was neutral, but his heart glowed with a low-grade contempt.  I don’t think he was a religious man.  At least, not at the moment.  He looked at me again and nodded. 
 
    “Yes… Mazhani.” 
 
    It took a while, but with him giving orders, there was nothing in the way of resistance from the crusaders.  I stayed out of it and as far away from the wounded as possible.  It gave me time to call Leisel out to see, as well as work a few preparatory spells.  Spontaneous drama always works better when you plan for it in advance. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    What? 
 
    Are you sure you want to do this? 
 
    No. 
 
    Then why are you doing it? 
 
    Because I’m tired and angry and capable of genocide.  This is a bad combination. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Because, as a rule, I’m against genocide, dammit! 
 
    There are always more humans to eat, somewhere, Firebrand pointed out. 
 
    True, as far as it goes.  The catch is, I don’t regard them merely as food. 
 
    Not yet, Firebrand replied.  I hated its reply.  It might be right. 
 
    With everyone arrayed in a semicircle—wounded lying down, walking wounded kneeling, everyone else standing somewhere along the hillside—they had a good view of me.  I had a dozen point-source light spells up high and behind them, like low-budget stadium lights. 
 
    The five remaining priests had the best view.  They were standing at the focus of the semicircle and facing me.  My soldiers had stripped them of everything before giving them back their robes.  They didn’t even have shoes, so I wasn’t too worried about any holier-than-thou displays of force. 
 
    “I understand the Temple is upset by the presence of my valley,” I said, pitching my voice to carry. 
 
    “You are a demon,” replied the leader, the one with the bruised face.  He wore dark-blue robes and clearly didn’t appreciate my nighttime color scheme.  He also spoke up, like an actor on stage.  No doubt all those sermons required some voice training. 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “Hyran, Priest of the Sight, senior of these here.  I do not answer to you, demon!” 
 
    “Hyran, you have made a terrible, although understandable, mistake.” 
 
    “The gods do not make mistakes!” he snapped. 
 
    “You are correct,” I agreed, “but mortals—even priests—do!” 
 
    “Our only mistake was not calling for an Empire-wide crusade to wipe your blasphemous—” he broke off, staring, eyes and mouth forming three circles of terror and amazement. 
 
    My cloak billowed upward behind me, a hole in the night to some darker place.  I stood straighter and a nimbus of black surrounded me, crackling slightly.  A cloud of psychic darkness—my tendrils—extended from me to merge with my shadow and cloak.  Anyone with the psychic sensitivity of a carrot could feel a sense of power and menace.  Even I felt it.  My cloak rippled and flowed into a shape mimicking my own, like a giant’s shadow filled out and standing free—myself, magnified ten-fold.  A few people screamed, but there was no panicked rush to flee.  I think it was the lack of functional knees as people involuntarily fell to them. 
 
    “You are a fool, priest!” I shot back at him, voice amplified and rumbling with undertones of thunder.  He fell backward, staring up and cringing along with everyone else.  He crabbed backward and away a few paces, gaping and gasping, eyes on the infinite darkness above and looking down at him.  I kept using That Voice, along with bowel-loosening subsonics guaranteed to unnerve anything with a nervous system. 
 
    “The gods you worship were once mortals, just as you are—although greater by far than you will ever dream of being!  For too long have you done much in their name, much they despise.  They have tried to tell you, as their priests, to turn your hearts from money and land and dominion over men, to bring your spirits into close communion with their true desires.  But you have turned your faces away!  You have ignored the gods you claim to serve!  And the price of your pride is witnessed here, tonight, on this field of blood.” 
 
    I gestured at the arrayed corpses, hoping no one would get too picky about the surprisingly little amount of blood.  No one was in the mood to nit-pick.  Hyran and the other priests sat there, staring up at the black, haloed shape as it aped everything I did, moving as I moved, a thing of darkness looming over them and speaking in a Voice anything but mortal.  But one of the priests, the one in lighter-blue robes, rose unsteadily to his feet. 
 
    Give him credit for bravery, if not wisdom. 
 
    “Who are you?” he demanded, and his voice sounded strong, not at all the shaking, quivering thing I expected.  Inside him was a glow of faith, a hard, bright core of belief.  Maybe it wasn’t bravery, but conviction. 
 
    “I am the avatar of the Lord of Shadow and Fire, the Keeper of Sacred Mysteries.  I have been made manifest in the world to bring you this message in a fashion more direct than the whispers in your souls.  There are more gods than the ones you worship, priest, and we all deserve your respect and reverence, if not your worship.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in you!” 
 
    “I find your lack of faith disturbing,” I told him, because I’m a massive nerd and couldn’t resist it.  Then, more gently, “But this is right and proper for you.  You are a priest of your own gods, and I do not require you to believe in me.  I exist.  I demand nothing more of you than acknowledgement.  You are not My priest.  Others offer me their worship, as is right and proper for them.  I appear to you only to relay the message from your gods, directly, for your ways have displeased them and weakened your connection to them, so you cannot hear them speak.  Now you have been told, and a Sacred Mystery shared, as is My right and power.  You are now set free, priests, to call your Temples to their penance and to prayer.  Go!” 
 
    My cloak shrank into a garment again and my aura disappeared.  I sank to my knees as though exhausted. 
 
    Everyone started talking at once.  Nobody came near me, though.  The priests, in accord with the order to go, collected themselves and walked east along the road.  Whether they believed me or not—I suspected they were willing to believe, although not utterly convinced—they wanted to get far away from divine messengers and/or demonic wrath.  Looking inside them as I spoke, they seemed to believe me, but no doubt someone would ask them many searching and skeptical questions once they reached Sarashda.  Hopefully using That Voice would have enough impact to last. 
 
    Bronze came over to me and cocked a foreleg.  I made a show of climbing up into the saddle.  She carried me back to Bridgefort.  Once out of sight, I straightened up and used my pocket mirror to call Leisel. 
 
      
 
    Bridgefort isn’t big on accommodations.  It’s mostly a ten-foot-thick wall with a square tower at either end.  Nevertheless, it has some places for people who aren’t actually in the process of killing things.  We found a room to occupy and I warded it from casual eavesdropping. 
 
    Leisel, Berenor, and I sat around a table of rough-cut lumber so I could lay down the Law, or hand down the Word, or at least have a talk with the man.  Leisel gave Berenor his sword back, which caused a variety of interesting expressions to cross his face.  He didn’t refuse it.  He even knelt for a moment so she could place it on his uplifted palms. 
 
    There’s some significance to that, but I can’t quite place it.  I can’t get it to pop into my forebrain. 
 
    “So, if I may,” Berenor asked, one hand on the sheathed weapon lying on the table, “you’re saying the intent of the gods is to be patrons of a specific caste?” 
 
    “It’s more the patron of specific arts,” I corrected, for the third time.  “The Lord of Warriors is all about honorable combat, skill with weapons, physical discipline, all of that.  He does not demand you—or anyone else—occupy themselves at the warriors’ trade to the exclusion of all else!  All the gods are like that.  Warriors are the perfect example.  If you’re about to go to battle—or simply hope to gain sufficient skill—by all means, revere the God of Warriors.  If you’re not busy with combat, you might want to take up painting.  In that endeavor, talk the God of Artists.  If your cousin is having a bad year on his farm, pray to the Goddess of the Harvest for Her favor for him.  Any of the gods will listen to anyone’s prayer.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow how one can give up one’s caste.” 
 
    “Oh, for the love of—all right.  Look at Leisel.  She’s a warrior, yes?” 
 
    “She is,” he agreed, totally matter-of-fact.  I wondered if they’d met before. 
 
    “She is also the vidat of this, my form of flesh.  She rules the valley in my name, as a mahrani might.  This is not the work of a warrior, is it?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “How well do you think you would do?  Leisel, would you let him help you rule the valley?  Berenor, would you accept a position under her as a mahrani?” 
 
    The idea finally sank home when I brought it into personal scale.  What you’re born to doesn’t matter.  What you make of yourself is more important.  Maybe the gods help, but the decision is yours. 
 
    One more Sacred Mystery imparted to the mortals.  I’m just full of them.  Full of something, anyway. 
 
    Berenor went away to see to the disposition of his men.  They would be leaving tomorrow, or most of them.  Some were too badly wounded to be moved, but they would either recover here or die here.  They would be free to go, either way. 
 
    Leisel caught me before I headed back to the keep. 
 
    “Did you mean it?  When you offered him the chance to be my under-captain?” 
 
    “I didn’t offer it.  I only asked if he would accept it.  A technicality, I know.  Why?  Do you want him to help?” 
 
    “He is on the council in Sarashda!” 
 
    “So?  It’s a council of warriors.  What’s it got to do with my vidat and the mahrani of La Mancha?” 
 
    Cultural conditioning is sometimes pervasive.  It took her a second to realize it really didn’t matter a bit. 
 
    “We do need to talk, though,” I continued.  “Not tonight.  You’re tired and there’s still a lot to do.  Tomorrow.  No, the day after tomorrow, since it’s almost tomorrow already.  The second sunrise from now.  We can have breakfast and discuss the future of the valley.” 
 
    “I will see to it.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tauta, 5th Day of Lorinskir 
 
      
 
    I had the little person in my cloak, arranged like a chest-pack baby-carrier.  I hung it from the saddlehorn so she could look around while I moved.  She was alert and interested, not at all fussy, for which I am duly grateful. 
 
    I borrowed a brush, worked a little magic, and started in on Bronze.  She still had scuffs and scrapes from the occasional hits.  Most of it was already gone, but a couple of the heavier blows left real scars.  Those were also diminished, but I didn’t like seeing them.  And, best of all, Bronze appreciated my efforts. 
 
    My armor, on the other hand, was in my workroom.  It was almost entirely mended, but it had a full-on repair spell, a high-magic environment to work with, and a circle of power enhancing it. 
 
    While I brushed Bronze down, Leisel came into the shift-barn.  Opening the door let in more of the noise outside.  Victory against a holy crusade is cause for celebration, it seems, and everyone was happily still doing so to some degree or another.  The captured supplies—what there were of them—might also have had something to do with it. 
 
    Yesterday, in the wee hours of the morning, we returned the truck to the barn, driving slowly as we carried a load of wounded and towed what wagons remained.  Now Leisel checked both sides of the truck, spotted us, and came down our side. 
 
    “How goes the valley?” I asked, not looking up. 
 
    “Fair.  Anyone still alive is likely to stay that way, all thanks to the beneficence of the Lord of Mysteries.  We still lost twenty-six of our people in the last attack.” 
 
    “I did my best.  What do you expect?  Miracles?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “May I help with Bronze?” 
 
    “There’s a spell on the brush.  A normal brush won’t help.”  Bronze chuffed hot air and tossed her head, jiggling the baby, who giggled.  “But if I had a spare, Bronze says it would be okay.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    I continued to brush away at the particularly nasty scrape in her lower foreleg for a bit.  Someone timed it just right, placed his cut perfectly, and delivered it with every bit of muscle he had.  I do seem to recall one guy coming at us like a runner sliding into home plate, sword held in both hands.  He was low enough I didn’t bother trying for him with Firebrand.  His angle might not have got him trampled, either.  I wondered if he survived and—I’m a bad person—hoped he didn’t.  Bronze didn’t recall if she squished him or not. 
 
    “Is that what you came to talk about?” 
 
    “No.  Not entirely.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I get the feeling,” she began, and stopped. 
 
    “Go on,” I encouraged.  She took a breath and spoke quickly. 
 
    “I get the feeling you’re leaving.” 
 
    I gave Firebrand the equivalent of a hard stare. 
 
    Don’t look at me, it protested.  I didn’t say a thing! 
 
    Then how does she know? 
 
    She knows you better than you think, Boss. 
 
    And she still likes me?  How does that work? 
 
    Beats me. 
 
    “Why do you think I’m going?” I asked, aloud. 
 
    “You’re the physical manifestation of a god.” 
 
    “An avatar.  Yes.”  I wasn’t about to explain the complexities of the relationship.  It was close enough. 
 
    “You’ve come here, started… I don’t know.  A valley, yes, but also a movement.  The Temples will be angry.” 
 
    “And they’ll come around,” I told her.  “Don’t misunderstand.  The power of the Temples isn’t broken.  It’s a fine thing to have priests—impartial priests—as a check or balance on the politicians.  Governments need to have people, positions that act to limit the others.  The more varied the checks and balances on each other, the better.  The Temples needed to be checked, brought back into balance, and so here I am.” 
 
    Boss, you lie with a straight face. 
 
    I’m merely keeping to the party line about the Lord of Shadow and Mysteries.  Hush.  I’m deceiving. 
 
    “My point being,” I continued, “I’ve done what needed doing.”  I did not add anything about what I felt forced into or how my opinion is not to be trusted. 
 
    “The Temples aren’t going to let this go, even if all the priests and warriors we sent back believe in you.  You’ve defied them, and they won’t take it well.” 
 
    I gave Bronze’s leg a few more quick strokes.  She pawed at the ground and stomped.  Good as new. 
 
    “All right,” I told both of them.  Then, to Leisel, “I’m going to be in my workroom for a bit.  Could I persuade you to join me for lunch?” 
 
    “I was planning on breakfast.  Remember?” 
 
    “I remember, but we might want some others present.  A business lunch, if that’s all right with you.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Thank you.  I have to make a couple of calls, but perhaps we can have a lunch meeting.” 
 
    I lifted down the baby and went up to my workroom. 
 
    I put my armor away and did some work on the sand table.  It needed a few upgrades.  First, it needed its own micro-gate inside the table, since I was taking my Ring of Spying with me.  Second, it needed a crystal with an imprint in it, for accurately targeting my altar ego.  And, last, it needed a remote operations function so my altar ego could turn it on from his end.  It would take some effort to do so, reaching across from the energy plane, but once he turned it on, he could let it run on its own power. 
 
    Fortunately, the little person found all this terribly interesting.  At least, until she got hungry, got fed, and fell asleep. 
 
    “Out of curiosity,” my altar ego asked, “what are you planning to do with the baby?” 
 
    “Eat it.” 
 
    “No, seriously.” 
 
    “Ideally?  I plan to find some family that really wants a baby and will take good care of it.” 
 
    “No, seriously.” 
 
    “I am serious.” 
 
    “This should be good.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he replied.  “I’m merely skeptical.  And a little amused at your own capacity for denial.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “I can’t.  I have a request.” 
 
    “Oh?  What?” 
 
    “You haven’t noticed, but I’m getting a considerably greater input from this world.  After our speech, a lot of people have started to believe in us.  Not merely as their Mazhani, but as a god.” 
 
    “That many?” 
 
    “Enough to notice.  It’s not a lot, but they’re there.  I think your guys came back to the villages and explained to everyone else.  We made an impression.” 
 
    “We sure tried hard enough,” I agreed.  “So, what do you want?” 
 
    “Taking a page from the Temples, I think we need a statue.” 
 
    “Always with the statues.  Why do we always need a statue?” 
 
    “It’s a religious icon.  It give the faithful something to aim at.  It’s harder to pray to an indefinite thing you have to take purely on faith.  With a target—a symbol, a painting, a statue—you have something to aim your prayers at.” 
 
    “Hmm.  I can see how it would help with focus.  Most people don’t have much.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “So, what sort of statue did you have in mind?” 
 
    “If you’ll set up a big block of stone with one of your architectural spells and a micro-gate, I can probably steer it.” 
 
    “There’s a thought.  Basalt, maybe?  Black, volcanic rock?” 
 
    “Oo, good idea.  And maybe some obsidian for the eyes?” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find.” 
 
    I did not immediately do so.  Instead, I made plans for later by calling Hazir.  He agreed to take a long lunch and I promised to call him back. 
 
    Only when that was complete did I get to work finding a big block of basalt and some obsidian, moving it all into the shift-barn, and setting it up so my altar ego could rearrange it into a suitable religious icon. 
 
    The cheering and partying quieted down as I walked between keep and barn.  Anyone nearby fell respectfully silent when they saw me.  I’m not sure I like it.  At least they went right back to celebrating once god passed them by. 
 
    While we worked on the statue, we discussed our plans for Tauta, the Empire, the Temples, and the rest. 
 
      
 
    Hazir came through the workroom gate and it closed behind him.  I glanced over his shoulder as the plane of the gate dissolved, leaving only the wall.  He shivered.  Well, I guess it is a little unnerving.  The first time, he didn’t understand what was going on.  Now he’s aware of it.  If I were going to stay, he’d get used to it.  It’s a process. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” he offered.  We did the ceremonial high-five and he turned his attention to the sand table and the face over it.  “Is it appropriate to greet this, or is it only an image?” 
 
    “It’s an image with sound,” my altar ego replied.  “You’re not equipped to see me as I really am.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “I’m the Lord of Fire and Shadow, the Keeper of the Mysteries.  Nice to meet you.  I’ve heard a lot of good things about you, Hazir of Leukon.” 
 
    Hazir’s face was a study.  I clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “It’s okay.  You know me.  Him.  Us.  It’s a tricky thing, being an avatar.”  I shook him a little.  “Hey, look at me.”  He did so, reluctantly.  “We’re friends, right?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “Good.  Just keep that in mind, okay?  We’ve been friends since before you knew I was an avatar.” 
 
    “I will try.” 
 
    “That’s all anyone can ask,” I told him, in sync with my altar ego.  We traded looks while Hazir glanced from one to the other. 
 
    “This is… disconcerting.” 
 
    “No kidding,” we replied.  I turned to the sand table.  “Stop that!” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “At any rate,” I continued, “I expect lunch to be brought up shortly.  Leisel will be joining us.” 
 
    “I was concerned at the destruction of the Temple in Sarashda.  You did get her back, then?” 
 
    “I did.  She ran most of the battle of Bridgefort.” 
 
    “My congratulations.  I should like to discuss the battle, if you do not mind, as well as the aftermath.” 
 
    “We will.  All four of us.  That’s why I called this meeting.” 
 
    “Oh?  Oh.  Perhaps I should remind you I am not the most influential of men among certain elements of the Empire.” 
 
    “If you mean you’re not the leader of those who want to see the Temples reformed, I know.  But you are the one I trust.” 
 
    “I will be worthy of it.” 
 
    “That’s why I trust you.  Ah, I hear footsteps.”  I opened the door and held it while Leisel and three others carried trays up the stairs.  I introduced Hazir and Leisel.  He was exceedingly formal in greeting her, presumably because she was both my vidat and a mahrani of the valley. 
 
    With the food laid out on worktables, the others departed.  Leisel and Hazir took the chairs.  I stood behind a worktable and ate while standing. 
 
    “It is not appropriate,” Hazir argued, “to sit in your presence.” 
 
    “This puts me closer to the food,” I pointed out.  “Besides, it’s my tower.  I make the rules.” 
 
    “A fair point,” he agreed, and sat. 
 
    They fixed plates and used trays.  In between my own munchings, I kept refilling glasses for them so they didn’t have to get up. 
 
    “As I understand it,” I began, carving a ham formerly destined to feed soldiers of the Temple, “we have ourselves a bit of a problem.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Leisel agreed. 
 
    “I’ve called this meeting to discuss the problem,” I told her, mildly.  She nodded and kept quiet.  “Here’s the thing.  The opening salvo has been fired.  The valley is a going concern.  It exists on the edge of the Empire and is open to citizens of all the cities.  The Temples were, at first, happy to see it.  We drew a number of disaffected, disappointed, disillusioned, and discontented people from the Empire and clustered them neatly for mass destruction.  Not all our people are resentful of the Temple strictures, but most of them are at least neutral regarding the Temple’s influence. 
 
    “By putting most of their rotten eggs in one basket, they believed they could then smash the basket.  Is everyone with me so far?  Good. 
 
    “Now, their basket-smashing has not gone well.  They’ve been decisively defeated in the field.  Hazir?  Leisel?  What do you think?  Will they now sound the call to holy war and demand warriors from all over the Empire come to smash us?” 
 
    Leisel looked troubled, but Hazir shook his head. 
 
    “No, I do not.  They were humiliated in defeat.  To call for more warriors is to admit that defeat and emphasize it.  They could do so, but aside from the deeply faithful, other warriors would be more expensive than usual.  Few wish to follow a failed campaign.  Worse, after this fiasco, I doubt they could obtain any top-notch generals to lead their armies.” 
 
    “Warriors do not easily follow any but the First,” Leisel agreed.  “Without great names to lead an army, they will be reluctant to join without considerable inducement.  We also do not like defeat.  No one will sing of the Battle of Bridgefort in Sarashda.  Hazir may be right.” 
 
    “So, they could try again, but it would be unlikely.  Is that a fair assessment?” 
 
    “I think so,” Hazir replied and Leisel agreed. 
 
    “Good.  Now, how will they attack?  Not with warriors, obviously, but I’m pretty sure they won’t simply give up.” 
 
    “No, they will not,” Hazir answered.  “They concentrated all their rotten eggs, as you put it, for the purpose of smashing them.” 
 
    “Trade?” Leisel suggested.  “They may embargo the valley.” 
 
    “We’re getting to the point where we can be self-sustaining,” I countered.  “We can grow most of what we need.” 
 
    “I was thinking in a broader sense.  If they tell everyone we are nezaskam—” forbidden, or, literally unspeakable, as in one whose name must not be spoken, “—there will be difficulties in obtaining anything, not only food.  No one will wish to trade with us.” 
 
    “That may not be the case,” Hazir replied, thoughtfully. 
 
    “I think it is,” Leisel insisted.  “The Temple tells everyone what to think.” 
 
    “In general, yes, it does.  However,” he added, “there are those who do not believe it should.”  He quirked a half-smile at me.  “For this reason, I am here, not so?” 
 
    “Very much so,” I agreed.  “Tell us what you think, Hazir.” 
 
    “There are many things to influence the Temple, not solely the Temple influencing Sarashda, or the whole of the Empire.  There will always be those willing to trade in secret with even the blackest of heretics.”  He tipped his smile toward me and it widened.  “It will not be a merchant caravan, but there will be trade, regardless.  Expensive, perhaps, but such trade is inevitable.” 
 
    “How expensive?” Leisel asked. 
 
    “I am not a merchant,” Hazir pointed out.  “I would guess the cost will be commensurate with the risk.” 
 
    “If the Temple isn’t fielding a force—” 
 
    “There are other factors.  Rumor travels faster than the swiftest rider, and it often contains some trace of truth.  The rumors I hear tell me of a god of the kustoni, come to the Empire to chastise us.” 
 
    “Not entirely true,” my altar ego replied.  We all turned to look at him.  “First off, I’m not a god of the kustoni.  They don’t own me.  I exist on my own, thank you.  Now, if a kustoni wants to pray and sacrifice an ox on an altar to me, I’ll listen.” 
 
    “Ox?” Hazir asked. 
 
    “A gelded bull.” 
 
    “Bull?” 
 
    “They don’t have cattle on this side of the Kasnakanis,” I told my altar ego. 
 
    “They don’t?” 
 
    “Don’t ask me why.” 
 
    “Okay.  If a kustoni wants to sacrifice a horse on an altar to me, I’ll listen.  The same applies to a priest in a Temple in the Empire.  Or you, Hazir, if you feel you want my help.  We—the gods—are here to answer prayers.  Sometimes we say ‘no,’ however.  Overall, we’re generally trying to help you not do anything catastrophic in the big picture.  The small-scale, personal stuff is generally up to you, unless you specifically ask for help.  Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, vadonis.”  Literally, vadonis meant great ruler.  I suspect Hazir didn’t know how to address a god.  I mean, how often does it come up in conversation? 
 
    “Second, I didn’t chastise everyone.  I can see how the priests might want to spin it that way, though.  No, the priests have been doing a poor job of listening to their gods and have forgotten how.  The priests have been telling the faithful whatever they want, using their own judgment and ignoring the gods.  See why the priests want to make people think it’s me against everyone?” 
 
    “The priests don’t want to be singled out,” Hazir agreed. 
 
    “By making it about you against the Empire,” Leisel continued, “the priests turn everyone else into allies.” 
 
    “Exactly.  If I’m a foreign god of barbarians getting in the faces of the whole Empire, it reinforces the Temples’ hold.  If I’m one of many gods the Temple has been ignoring, the Temple is a bunch of incompetent frauds and a target.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure I liked the gleam in Hazir’s eyes. 
 
    “Before you get too excited,” I cautioned, “bear in mind there are a lot of repercussions to ripping the Temples down and starting over.  If we make this an all-out war, the Empire will suffer.  Everyone in it will suffer.  We’re forcing changes, but we can’t force them too quickly or we will have such a war.  Possibly several.  The Empire may fall into a dark age the likes of which has never been seen.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Hazir answered.  “Perhaps.  But I take your point.  Still, I would not worry about forcing changes too quickly.  We lack the force necessary to—” 
 
    My altar ego cleared his throat, gently. 
 
    “Ah,” Hazir said.  “Yes.  Perhaps I misspoke.” 
 
    “A lot of the Temple functions are important,” my altar ego told him.  “They provide a stabilizing influence on society, and that’s a good thing.  They’re also trying to stratify and calcify society, which is not.  Most people don’t want improvements.  They want stability.  In this case, it’s better to slowly bend things into better shape than to blast it all to pieces and start over.  At least, at present.  If the Empire hasn’t solidified too much.  Or congealed.” 
 
    “I bow before your wisdom.” 
 
    “All this is nice,” I interjected, “but there are some key points I want to focus on.  May I?”  Everyone either nodded or gestured for me to continue.  “Here’s the thing.  Right now, the Temples are going to look long and hard at this valley.  At the same time, the kustoni are looking long and hard at this valley.  I can go west and deal with them,” I lied.  My altar ego was working on them, not me, but it was a good cover in case anyone from the Empire wondered where I was.  If they wanted to go into the barbarian lands and hunt for me, they wouldn’t be bothering anyone in the valley. 
 
    “The question,” I went on, “is whether or not we can keep the Temples from being overly unpleasant to the valley and the people in it.  They have a motive for smashing the place—the egg theory.  They’ve suffered a defeat, and therefore an humiliation, so there’s another motive.  Plus, there’s the heresy of non-ancestor gods to cope with.  Three good reasons to not like us.  What do we have going for us?” 
 
    “Him,” Leisel replied, jerking a thumb at the sand table.  “He made his point in no uncertain terms to priests, warriors, servants, slaves—everyone still alive after the battle of Bridgefort.  Another god exists, and those who worship him just kicked the teeth out of the Temple’s holy crusade.  There is no way under the dome of the sky the Temples can keep it quiet.  For all I know, there may be five priests headed toward the Temple in Sarashda right now who are considering chucking the colored robes for black ones.” 
 
    Hazir frowned deeply and asked about this.  We took a break from discussion to sit around the sand table and watch a playback on it.  Hazir sat quietly, chin in one hand, fingers drumming on the arm of the chair with the other.  The gears in his head spinning rapidly as he watched.  The playback finished and my altar ego’s face reappeared.  Leisel broke the silence. 
 
    “My lover?” 
 
    “Yes, dear?” 
 
    “You did not play back the… the sound of your voice.” 
 
    “Sure I did.” 
 
    “No.  The words, yes, but not the voice.” 
 
    “Oh, that.  You mean this voice?” 
 
    Hazir sat bolt upright.  Leisel, even though somewhat braced for it, did the same. 
 
    “Sorry, Hazir,” I apologized.  “Yes, that’s the voice of god, or near enough.  Everything I said to them, I said in That Voice.” 
 
    “It is…” Hazir began, and paused.  “I do not know what it is.  It makes an impact.” 
 
    “Indeed it does.  What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you have half the survivors as converts,” he decided.  “Maybe some of the priests.”  He shook his head.  “I did not hear your speech, only the words, but I would be tempted to convert.” 
 
    “Good to know.  But this brings me back to my earlier point.  We just demonstrated a god they didn’t know about.  How’s this going to affect the Temples in regard to us?” 
 
    “They will not be pleased at being proven wrong, but some will argue for expanding the Temple.  Some will want to speak for this new god, since they cannot effectively deny it.  Him,” Hazir corrected himself, giving a slight bow toward the sand table.  “If he persists in manifesting in the world, he cannot be denied, and too many have seen his works.  The Temple hierarchy will want to incorporate him if possible, I think, or go to war with his followers.  Since they just lost a war, I think they will try to take steps to make themselves priests of all gods, including him.” 
 
    “Not happening,” my altar ego assured him. 
 
    “No doubt, but they will claim it.” 
 
    “Just as a note, I can call this sand table at any time and lay down the Word,” he pointed out.  “I don’t need a priest.” 
 
    Hazir looked thoughtful.  Maybe it was the idea of talking directly to a god instead of to a priest. 
 
    “Perhaps you should permit it,” he suggested. 
 
    “Permit what?  Having a priest?” 
 
    “Or more than one.  If you can be incorporated into the Temple, you will be the one with priests who listen to you.” 
 
    My altar ego looked thoughtful.  I looked thoughtful. 
 
    “That… could be a good idea,” my altar ego admitted.  “I could be your inside god.” 
 
    “Doesn’t bother me,” I told him.  “What else have we got going for us?” 
 
    “There are those,” Hazir said, slowly, “who have long chafed under the restrictions of the Temples.  It is not a group of… shall we say ‘unified?’… individuals.  It is not organized.  It is a belief more than an organization, and what organization there is tends more toward keeping it a secret, hidden and safe from the Temples.  However, if the doctrines of this new religion are more acceptable to them as a whole, they may coalesce into a structure around the only god they can hold accountable.” 
 
    My altar ego’s image shrank a bit so he could shrug. 
 
    “I don’t mind.  If you want, you can suggest any of them who want to can come here and talk it over.  I’m open to discussion.  I promise not to smite anyone for disagreeing with me.  Everyone is entitled to an opinion, even if they’re wrong.” 
 
    “He’s a surprisingly informal deity,” I added. 
 
    “So I gather.” 
 
    “All right.  Check me on this.  The Temple shouldn’t be in the mood for another war for a while.  They’ll try economic and social engineering to attack the valley.  In the meantime, we’ll benefit from whatever impression I’ve made on the people and priests.  We might even have some help from the local heretics—sorry, Hazir.” 
 
    “No offense taken.” 
 
    “Whether you and your friends decide they like the new religion or not, we can at least expect some quiet opposition to the Temple policies regarding the valley, yes?” 
 
    “At minimum,” Hazir agreed. 
 
    “In the meantime, Leisel will supervise the valley, expanding the mines, fortifying the tunnel and the bridge, and especially clearing the land for farming.  You’ll make it as self-sufficient a community as possible?” 
 
    “I will, but there are things we will need and cannot make,” she cautioned.  “Salt, for example.  All our salt is imported.  There are no salt mines and we do not have access to the sea.  It is a major trade good.” 
 
    “Trade is a requirement.  I get it.”  I thought about it for a minute.  “Hazir, do you know anyone in another city—Sarashda will do, but a completely different city would be better—who would love to be a trading partner to us?  A merchant who owns his own caravan, perhaps, and has a full-sized store somewhere?” 
 
    “I can find one.” 
 
    “One who can keep a secret?  A secret worth a lot of gold to him?” 
 
    Hazir’s look spoke volumes, all along the lines of Are you kidding me? 
 
    “Sorry.  Silly question.  Find me someplace and I’ll set up a special trading room for his shop.” 
 
    “I will see what I can do.” 
 
    “What about magical devices?” Leisel asked.  “We still don’t have even one professional wizard.” 
 
    “I might be able to help with that,” said my altar ego.  “I know a guy, sort of, who might want to live near this tower.”  I knew exactly who he meant, but I was surprised.  It hadn’t occurred to me the two of them might want to talk so soon.  Then again, Rahýfel might need—or want—coaching in the fine art of becoming an energy-state being. 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    “Great minds,” he pointed out.  Leisel’s lips thinned. 
 
    “And if we’re wrong about the Temple’s military mood?” she asked.  “What if they come back with a million men and flood them through the mountains like water in a cup of pebbles?” 
 
    “Then I’ll come back,” I replied, reasonably. 
 
    “In time?” 
 
    “Leisel, let me explain something.  I’ve tried to change hearts and minds, but it’s not my forté.  I think I started a process, here, but I’m limited.  I don’t really understand people too well.  I can be a club or a scalpel, but all I really do well is exert force.  I understand force.  Generate it, use it, transform it, apply it—I’m good at that.  People have always been one of my weaknesses, which is desperately ironic, all things considered.” 
 
    As I spoke, I wondered how true it was.  I used to get along easily with people.  Hell, I played scoutmaster to undergraduates and poured them from occasional parties into their dorms.  I was a medium-decent human being, not a distracted monster with no interest in mortals.  Hell, people used to like me! 
 
    Okay, to be fair, a lot of people probably still like me.  I don’t see it so much, these days. 
 
    But it’s like I woke up one morning and realized I needed glasses.  How long had I lived with it before realizing it?  I walk into the bathroom and my son is shaving—my baby boy is shaving?  How long has this been going on?  This has crept up on me while I wasn’t watching and now it surprises me.  How?  I’ve consumed the spirit of some appalling number of people.  I should have a better grasp of human nature than anyone. 
 
    When did I change from friendly neighborhood driver-man to absent-minded professor?  It’s like I’m growing more distant from the human condition.  Is this an inevitable consequence of being a chaos-infested monster?  Or is there an alternative?  Can I learn to be… not human, but at least a little more human than I am?  Or have I sacrificed too much of my humanity—my soul, if you will—to recover something of what I was?  How much of one’s soul can a person sacrifice and still recover? 
 
    Or, equally concerning, should I try?  I’m changing.  Is it right and proper to… evolve?  I’m not a human being anymore.  Shouldn’t I embrace what I am and see what I have the potential to become?  Or am I just a human being with a chaos infestation and the need to resist it, to remain as human as I can?  It would help if I understood better what it means to be human. 
 
    When did I lose my ability to understand people?  No, that’s wrong.  I do understand people.  Maybe it’s because I’ve consumed so many and understand them so well—as a whole.  It’s not that people are my weakness—although an argument can be made—or that I don’t understand them.  No, the trouble is I no longer like them.  I know them too well. 
 
    Individually, humans can be a pleasure to be around.  Unfortunately, they average much lower than I like.  There are some days when the only thing I like about people is the taste. 
 
    “Mazhani?” Leisel prompted. 
 
    “Sorry.  Had a thought.  Hazir and his friends,” I continued, “can help with the people of the Empire by watching them and influencing them.  You can help, too, by making this place the best it can be.  At this point, all I dare hope for is you have a nice valley without too much trouble from outsiders.  But if Hazir’s friends can’t divert the Temples and they call for a holy war, dropping a million men on your doorstep…  Well, if there are any survivors, they can go back and explain how force isn’t their answer.” 
 
    “But you won’t be here!” Leisel protested, and, in so doing, told me what her real objection was. 
 
    “We’ll discuss that in private,” I suggested.  “Hazir, do you have anything further to offer, suggest, or observe?” 
 
    “No, Mazhani.” 
 
    My altar ego piped up with, “It has been, as always, a pleasure to see you.  I trust we will speak again.” 
 
    “How?” Hazir asked. 
 
    “Either in person, as we are now, or through Leisel.  Or through the mirror,” he nodded toward the large one on the wall. 
 
    “I look forward to it.” 
 
    He rose, we exchanged parting pleasantries, and I opened a gate back to his rooms.  It closed behind him and I turned to Leisel.  She remained seated, but braced in her chair as for an argument or a blow.  I thumped down into the other chair. 
 
    “You guys don’t need me for this, do you?” asked my altar ego. 
 
    “I don’t think so.  Leisel?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He looked relieved and the sand fell into the table.  We sat in silence for several seconds. 
 
    “Why do you have to go?” 
 
    It was a good question.  The party line consisted of the avatar of the newest god going into the west to tame the barbarian hordes.  Was that the line I wanted to take with Leisel?  It would be safer if no one at all knew any different.  Thing is, I like Leisel.  I’m not sure I love her, but I am sure I could.  Clearly, it’s not a love at first sight sort of thing, but it could grow into something better, stronger. 
 
    If I stayed. 
 
    So why am I going away?  When it comes right down to it, it’s because I screwed up.  And because I’m an incompetent coward.  I drew enormous amounts of attention to this place and ruined it for my purposes.  Now I can’t stay here without drawing even more attention to me, as well as an unwelcome scrutiny into my own nature and plans. 
 
    How hard is it to settle down and do research into killing gods? 
 
    “Leisel.  Listen to me.” 
 
    “I always listen to you.” 
 
    “Do you remember when I offered to explain a lot of things you didn’t want to know?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “To adequately explain why I have to leave, I’ll have to tell you more than you want to know.” 
 
    “Is there no simple way?” 
 
    I thought about it.  How do I sum up… everything? 
 
    “I made a mistake.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes.  Several, in fact.  More than I like to admit.” 
 
    “How bad were these mistake?” 
 
    “I killed several million people who didn’t deserve it.” 
 
    “Oh,” she repeated, in a small voice. 
 
    “I suspect I destroyed the world, in fact, which brings my personal kill count up to an unreasonable and unspeakable number.” 
 
    “And you fear you have made mistakes here?  Ones leading to something like this other you speak of?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but that’s part of it.  No, I plan to try and undo my mistakes and save the world.  Well, save my family and friends.  The world gets to come along as part of the package.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?  You say you’ve destroyed a world.  How do you save it?” 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “The idea of what you find complicated terrifies me.” 
 
    “Nonsense.  You’re fearless.” 
 
    “There is a difference between courage and being without fear,” she corrected.  “Courage is acknowledging fear and refusing to give in to it.  Being without fear is foolhardy.” 
 
    “I stand corrected.” 
 
    “As for this quest you are on—am I capable of understanding it?” 
 
    “I think so.  It’ll take a while to teach you everything you need to know to bring you up to my level of understanding, though.” 
 
    “Then don’t bother.  There is a valley to govern.  Very well, you must go and do… something.  You must save something—a world, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If there is another world than this, and it needs you to save it, it would be wrong of me to even try and stop you.  I accept the need.  But I have a request.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “Come back.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s no trouble.  You can call for me whenever you like.”  I gestured at the wall mirror.  “That can reach my mirror, no problem.  If all else fails, talk to the sandy guy in the table.  He can poke me wherever I am.  I think.” 
 
    “I will,” she assured me, “but I meant for you to come back when you are finished.” 
 
    “I’ll try.  I don’t know how long it will take.” 
 
    “Then do as you did with Renata.  Did she not live longer elsewhere than here?  Could you not live longer elsewhere and return tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.  The universe may not cooperate.  Some of my experiments will require stepping outside a fixed temporal structure.  The ticking clock between here and an Earth timeline will throw off a lot of my data collection.  If I step outside that framework, I may hit a level of time slippage—” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Ah.  Right.  I can try, but I can’t promise it’ll work.  There are things I have to do that may make it impossible.  I don’t know.  That’s why I have to do them, to find out how they work and how to use them.” 
 
    “Nothing is certain,” she agreed.  “But you do promise to try?” 
 
    “I promise to try.” 
 
    “Good.  Will you say goodbye?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    She sighed sadly and shook her head. 
 
    “There is an old saying among lovers,” she told me.  “It goes something like this.  ‘You can have every beat of my heart, but the last belongs only to me.’  Trite, perhaps, but understandable.  I’ve long thought warriors who are also lovers should phrase it differently, so I say to you: Every beat of my heart belongs to me, but the last one will always be for you.”  She held up her hand, palm forward, and I matched it with mine.  Unlike the usual greeting gesture, she intertwined our fingers and we held each other’s hand.  “You will go away, but you will not be forgotten.  I will live my life as I choose to live it, but, if it comes to the end and you have not been able to return, I will remember you.” 
 
    “And I shall remember you,” I admitted.  “I think, though, you misunderstand why I will not say goodbye.” 
 
    “Why, then?” 
 
    “Because you asked me to come back.  You—or Hazir, or the dusty guy—will want me here for my slaughtering skills.  Possibly some other reason, but the reason doesn’t matter.  If you ask me to be here, I will be.” 
 
    She smiled.  It was a good smile.  It reminded me how much I like her.  She’s not beautiful, but she is pretty, especially when I can get her to smile. 
 
    Why does it suddenly hurt look at her?  Because I care more than I think I do?  Could be.  Maybe I need to pay more attention to my black, unbeating heart instead of my head. 
 
    Leisel kissed me and went to manage her valley.  I called Hazir to ask about the merchant with a spare room in his shop.  He told me it might be a few days, even with his magic mirror to speed messages along.  That suited me.  While I waited to set up a secret shift-booth for trade, I had other things to do. 
 
    Let’s find me—no, let’s find us; I have a sleeping complication to think about.  Let’s find us an Earth-world where I have some understanding of the societal basics and can avoid local complications.  My own projects will complicate things more than enough. 
 
    I fired up the mirror and went shopping for worlds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Consideration 
 
      
 
    I have a dream.  It is not a nice dream.  It is a nightmare of unending, immortal terror. 
 
    The infinitely branching tree of possibility is no longer branching.  It runs straight and true, a highway with no exit, a railroad track leading to the inevitable, a river ending in the waterfall.  There are no teeming billions of possible futures.  There is only one, and I must pit my hands and head and heart against it. 
 
    Can the past be changed?  If I am in the past, is not all before me the future?  And is not the future subject to my will?  Or is it changeable only in the sense of the details—the little ripples in the water of Time—while the current still carries me down the river to the sea? 
 
    This is not the dream. 
 
    The dream is of a loop, an unbroken circle of Time.  It rolls forever, like some exercise wheel for a pet, while I run within it, returning to the beginning and the ending, eternal and immortal.  Is this the first occasion when I have ventured into the past?  Is this where I board the wheel and begin a journey of eternity?  Is this where I will forever run, constantly moving forward to the day when I must return to the past to try once again to save the future, to change it, ruin it, and try again?  Will I spend eternity in the same span of years, forever cycling around and around in an attempt to alter an unalterable fate? 
 
    If there is an all-powerful God, does He keep pets? 
 
    I am afraid. 
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