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    The most dangerous responsibility of a parent is believing in your children. 

    If you believe in them hard enough for long enough, they may very well prove you right. 

      

    

  


  
   Philosophical Question: 

    In my travels through the multitudes of Worlds of If, I have seen many things—some that were, some that are, and some that have not yet come to pass.  Even in only the worlds of Earth, there are many themes played again and again, with variations great or small.  I, too, have returned to the familiar, over and over, when perhaps a more adventurous soul would have ventured into far horizons. 

    There are so many possible worlds of Earth, spreading unchecked like a vine untended by a gardener.  Is this by design?  Or has the gardener obtained the fruits he desired and left the garden to grow wild and full of weeds?  I have no way to tell, for a vine untended knows nothing of the gardener save, perhaps, the fact of a planted seed. 

    If God does not play dice with the Universe, does God instead permit all things?  And, from these infinite worlds—good, bad, or indifferent—then choose only the things found pleasing? 

    What about the rest of us? 

    

  


   
    Child-Rearing, First Entry: 

      

    Sometimes, I think I need a keeper. 

    To be fair, I do generally manage to feed myself and wash.  As an organism, I guess I’m about par.  As a functional adult, I accept I am deeply flawed. 

    I know I have a tendency to go off when prodded the wrong way.  I recognize it.  I understand it.  I can’t do anything about it, but at least I’m aware of it.  Case in point:  An infant.  I adopted her because she needed someone and literally no one else was stepping up. 

    What was I thinking?  I’m not qualified to parent!  I’m barely qualified to babysit! 

    All right.  Food goes in one end.  Former food comes out the other end.  Somewhere in the middle, there’s crying. 

    Up until very recently this was my total knowledge regarding infants. 

    So:  I have a soulless—or so they tell me—infant.  The locals want to leave her to die on some mountainside, a ritual form of execution they call attekytees.  Basically, you find a good spot, put the kid down, and walk away.  Kind of like an abysmal return policy on a defective baby, sending it back to the gods. 

    The milk of human kindness curdles quickly. 

    I have a vague impression there are other reasons in the Tassarian Empire for abandonment of defective babies, but I haven’t eaten enough people who would know.  Attekytees is pretty specific, I think, and pertains only to copper-eyed (and therefore soulless) monsters in human form.  Maybe they view any physical aberration as a sign of soulless-ness, or a defective soul reflected in the external form, or whatever.  Their theology is largely manmade, so I question it. 

    This kid has a problem.  Nobody wants her.  Everybody thinks she should be killed—or, rather, left to die on her own.  Everybody, that is, except a grumpy old vampire with a soft spot for children. 

    Am I going to raise her in Tauta?  Obviously not.  Where am I going to go?  I originally went to Tauta to find a quiet spot to do magical research in preparation for an upcoming ass-kicking.  Whether I would be dishing it out or getting dished on was a good question, but let’s not go into that here.  What I needed now was a quiet spot to fake being normal while trying to raise a human child from infant to adult. 

    Come to that, since I’m seriously underqualified for the role, do I have any business being the one to raise her?  Why can’t I find Ma and Pa Kent out in some version of Kansas, somewhere, and let them do it? 

    Two reasons.  First, this infant might really be a soulless monster.  I have no way to tell for certain, and any tradition this extreme had to have something start it.  This could mean trouble for the unsuspecting farmer family.  Second, the stereotype of the loving midwestern family is a stereotype, not a fact.  Finding an idyllic little family arrangement might take years.  I can’t automate such a search.  I have to go spy on people and make judgement calls, and I just don’t have the time for it.  A baby is like a ticking bomb with a countdown timer you can’t see. 

    Which reminds me.  I have to get diapers.  Am I going to use a shift-box to target a package of diapers whenever I run low?  Or am I going to cheat and use cleaning spells?  There’s a silly question.  Of course I’m going to cheat.  I need all the help I can get.  I guess the big question is exactly how I’m going to cheat. 

    What am I going to do? 

    Well, first off, she needs a name.  Then a home.  Then I have an education to plan out—and serious decisions to make.  Will I teach her magic?  She’s going to grow up around it.  Will I tell her what I am, and what I need to eat?  Will I tell her she’s adopted, and why she had to be adopted?  More broadly, what secrets will I be able to keep?  Of those, what secrets should I keep? 

    If I’m going to turn a baby into a functional adult, do I have to become a functional adult?  Or is it reasonable and acceptable to shoot for an ideal I haven’t achieved? 

    Okay.  Okay.  I can do this.  No, I can’t do this.  I can learn to do this.  I’ll spend the next hour going over baby names, then I’ll start in on finding a comfortable, stable world—not one where I can get a lot done in terms of my future projects, perhaps, but one where I can have a lot of time to focus on an infant.  Since I don’t sleep, I can at least get some thinking done while she naps. 

    I’m definitely going to need a time-ticker gate in Tauta.  Maybe I can do the child-rearing thing in a day or two of Tautan time and come back.  It’s a shame temporal differentials are so unpredictable.  Still, I can drastically increase the ratio between Tauta and wherever I—we—wind up. 

    All right.  Let’s get this kid a name.  Then I probably need to start a log book for charting progress, noting milestones, and otherwise keeping track of how the kid is doing.  I need a spreadsheet! 

    But, for now, she really needs a name. 

      

    Phoebe.  It means “bright.” 

    I’ll come back to my diary when I’m done with my child-rearing lab notes.  See you in a few years. 

    

  


   
    Thursday, May 28th, 1959:  Shasta, California 

      

    Okay, it was more than a few.  I’ve been busy, and not just with the lab notes.  I’ve accomplished a lot, both on a personal level and on a parenting level. 

    Speaking of which, I’ve narrowed down some key questions for anybody who wants to be a parent.  The major one for me has to be, “Am I being a good example?” 

    The answer, of course, is a loud, resounding “No.”  I’m not.  There’s no way in hell I can be a good example to a human being.  I’m doing the best I can, but I have been forced by circumstances to settle for “Do I appear to be a good example?” 

    This is harder than it sounds and much harder than I expected. I think I’ve done pretty well, all things considered.  We’ve got the makings of a successful human being.  She’s about seventeen and shows every sign of being a responsible, well-rounded individual.  I’m continuing with her education, but I’m starting to think she needs to move out, go to college, and get some independent living experience.  With training wheels, yes, but she’s getting to the age where I don’t know what else I can give her aside from encouragement and funding. 

    Although, at this precise moment, a solid spanking is not out of the question. 

    Phoebe sat on the passenger side of the truck, arms folded, body scrunched down, thin-lipped and silent, sulking as only a teenager can.  She doesn’t usually sulk, but the circumstances were hardly normal. 

    She usually catches on more quickly.  Maybe it’s a teenager thing.  We haven’t had a good sulk since she was little.  Despite my best explanations, verbal and psychic, she would pout.  I would then do something fun and not let her participate.  No grumps allowed!  And Bronze would give her a hint, because at that point anything I said would add to the grumpiness.  Maybe if she would act like she wasn’t a grump, she could play, too?  And Phoebe would listen to Bronze and at least try to fake being cheerful. 

    It might have helped that I have really fun things to do.  There are whole worlds out there, just waiting to be visited and explored. 

    Firebrand sometimes did the hinting, but Phoebe listens to Bronze.  It’s been immensely helpful to have third parties in the house she can ask for advice.  I don’t think I’d have managed nearly as well on my own.  Parenting needs to be a team effort. 

    I was Dad, Bronze was Mom, and that made Firebrand the crazy uncle who lived in the attic and never really came home from the war. 

    I finished attaching the trailer while Bronze revved her engine, making sure everything was in perfect order.  We’ve had this pickup truck only a few years.  The last one was in a wreck while I was driving.  Bronze wasn’t wearing it at the time, but she still wasn’t happy with me.  She likes her car better, but we were taking the truck because we needed the cargo space. 

    On the bright side, she knew she’d have the fun of remodeling a new car to suit her.  It’s kind of a hobby, sort of her version of knitting. 

    Firebrand hung in the cab, at an angle, behind the seats.  It took some finagling to get it in there.  My saber was much shorter and fit in the gun rack just fine.  Gus lay amid a tied-down pile of boxes in the truck bed, his tongue hanging out as he panted in the summer heat.  He’s a big dog and a smart one.  He knew he was about to get a ride. 

    Boss? 

    What’s on your mind, Firebrand? 

    I’m not complaining, but I’m wondering.  Why are we moving this time? 

    Because Phoebe decided to demonstrate some of her occult skills. 

    Nobody knows that, do they? 

    One of the rules of the house is: Don’t do supernatural things around survivors. 

    I think the last part only applies to you, it said, mildly.  Phoebe isn’t the one who kills people. 

    I know, and I’m proud of her for it.  She still isn’t supposed to do anything supernatural where anybody can see! 

    You taught her how. 

    And I made the rule, too. 

    I finished checking the trailer hitch and moved into the barn.  Bronze followed, towing the trailer, tires crunching on the gravel as she left the circle driveway.  In the barn, I gestured her forward and she edged into position between the lines on the floor, just short of her horse statue.  We centered everything inside the diagram easily enough.  I left extra space when I set it up. 

    I know it’s a rule, Firebrand went on, but it wasn’t a major infraction. 

    I agree, but it’s an important life lesson.  If she’s going to have psychic powers and magical spells, being known to have them is going to earn her no end of trouble.  It’s a lesson I had a hard time learning and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let her go through what I went through to learn it.  If people are around when she does a thing—whether they know she did it or not!—we move.  Period.  If she gets away with it, it only encourages her to do it more often.  Then we start freaking the mundanes when they start to put two and two and two together.  Freaking the mundanes is fine if you’re part of the Society for Creative Anachronism, but we don’t have them for a cover story, here.  She’s got to learn to conceal the truth effectively! 

    Spoken like a dragon, Firebrand agreed.  I stopped, mid-rant, and reconsidered my position.  I’m hardly a model parent, but I try.  Just because Firebrand agreed with me didn’t automatically mean I was wrong.  Did it? 

    Look, I went on, I’d happily settle down for twenty years at a stretch, but it’s been a rule ever since she could think loud enough for other people to hear.  Every time we draw too much attention to ourselves—or start to draw attention—we hit the shift-booth and evacuate to a new world!  No exceptions.  Friends, most of our stuff, the house, the spells, the works—left behind or destroyed on departure.  New world, new start, and hopefully no more mistakes. 

    She doesn’t like it when you think of her as a screwup, Firebrand pointed out. 

    I never do, but everyone makes mistakes.  Phoebe is brilliant, competent, well-educated, and a better person than I am.  Although I’m at a loss to explain how that happened. 

    Bronze, maybe? 

    It certainly wasn’t either of us, Nack-Monster. 

    Firebrand didn’t exactly radiate shame, but there was a definite sense of embarrassment. 

      

    There are good points and bad points to a psychic household.  Phoebe rapidly became accustomed to telepathic and empathic contact.  This allowed her to communicated far more effectively than mere crying could.  A crying baby may have any number of reasons.  At night, I could tell what was wrong by looking.  During the day, I needed her to tell me.  So she did, and with surprising clarity, too. 

    But while I learned a great deal about the care and feeding of tiny humans, Phoebe learned even more quickly. 

    Having a draconic spirit in the mix has had some side effects. 

    One example.  When Phoebe wasn’t yet two years old, she had a surprisingly advanced vocabulary.  This included the word “nack.”  It was short for “snack,” of course.  Cookie?  Nack.  Banana?  Nack.  Cake?  Nack.  If you can eat it, it’s a nack. 

    When selecting a stuffed animal to take to bed for the night, she would hold her arms out wide, circle her collection, and pounce on one, shouting, “nack,” as well.  She usually pounced on Mr. Stuffins, her biggest teddy bear, but all her stuffies were named “nack” for a while, or at least lumped together in the “nack” category. 

    I asked Firebrand where she might have picked up such an idea.  It didn’t have an answer.  That is, it didn’t answer.  The question was rhetorical, anyway. 

    Her second birthday party is another example.  When she turned two, there was an incident with the candles on her cake.  She tried to breathe fire on them and cried when she blew them out, instead.  It was not the most successful birthday, but she did, eventually, enjoy attacking the “nack”-cake. 

    Firebrand and I discussed the matter.  We’ve talked several times about raising a human.  It’s hard to get Firebrand to grasp the differences between human children and hatchlings.  I almost had a Word with it.  I don’t often lay down the law, put my foot down, or even insist on things.  I try to be pretty easygoing about most of what goes on.  But this was simply unacceptable.  I’m trying to raise a human, not a dragon.  Not a vampire.  Not a soulless creature formed of human flesh.  A human. 

    She can be a vampire later, if you want, Firebrand pointed out. 

    “Agreed.  She still has to be human first.  Unless dragons can be turned into vampires?” 

    Uh… I doubt it, but I don’t know for certain.  There are different kinds of vampires and different types of dragons, so maybe there’s some combination that would work. I don’t actually know. 

    “Neither do I, and I really wish I hadn’t thought of it.” 

    Me, too. 

    “Glad to hear it.  In the meantime, how about we do our best to let her be human?  All right?” 

    I’m trying!  It’s not easy letting her be… uhm. 

    “Human?” 

    Inferior. 

    I had to remind myself Firebrand has a very different viewpoint.  We’ve had variations on this discussion several times.  I know Firebrand is trying, but it wants to help, too—and it’s version of “help” isn’t what I’d call good parenting.  Not good human parenting, I should say.  It may be first-rate draconic parenting. 

    Okay, how to phrase this to cater to Firebrand’s perspective? 

    “Fair point,” I allowed.  “Do you seriously want to make her think she’s capable of being something so far above her abilities?” 

    Hmm. 

    “Do you want her to grow up thinking she could be a dragon, someday?  Is it fair to her? 

    All right!  All right!  I’ll try harder to ignore the impulse.  Human.  She’s a human.  It’s just so hard to see her waste herself on being just a human! 

    “So think of it as helping her be the best human she can be.” 

    If you think it’s the best she can do, Firebrand muttered. 

    On her third birthday, she blew out the candles, no problem. 

      

    All around the barn, I activated repellent spells.  They would drive away anyone or anything I hadn’t already shooed away.  Gus whined a little, but he’s oversensitive.  It’s like fingernails on a chalkboard, only without any actual sound.  It’s all in your mind, which is much, much worse.  You can’t put your fingers in your ears to make it stop.  The only solution is to get far, far away. 

    I got the idea from some psychic zombies.  With the spell running, anything outside the diagram on the floor needed either a shielding spell or a will of tempered steel to avoid running for the hills.  Gus was already inside, so he had nothing to complain about, the big baby.  The repellent spell was to make sure there wasn’t anyone hiding in the barn or house when the self-destruct spells turned them from unassuming buildings to fully-involved structure fires. 

    I shut the driver-side door and buckled my seat belt.  It was a trifle anachronistic.  They didn’t have lap-and-shoulder belts in the original design of the 1947 Ford pickup truck, but Bronze doesn’t just alter a vehicle.  She rebuilds it from the inside out.  I recall quite a number of things she rearranged to suit herself, from land-battleships to starships to just plain cars.  The truck wasn’t entirely to her taste, yet.  She didn’t spend much time in it. 

    “Buckle up,” I suggested to Phoebe. 

    “What for?  We’re not actually moving.” 

    “First, it’s a habit you should have so you don’t even think about it.  Second, once we shift, we’ll be on the road for a while, driving to a new town.  We’re not going to simply appear in the barn behind the new house.  We’re going to drive up like any normal family.” 

    “Bronze won’t crash us,” she muttered, but pulled the belt around and locked it. 

    “Bronze won’t,” I agreed, ignoring the dig. “It’s the idiots on the road who concern me.  Smart people can be predictable.  Idiots are too random.  Especially when they’re headed right for us at eighty miles an hour.” 

    Phoebe folded her arms again and scowled. 

    “I still don’t see why we have to move again,” she complained.  “I didn’t do anything.” 

    I lowered my head and raised an eyebrow.  Phoebe pretended not to notice the look. 

    “Phoebe.” 

    “Well, Edna has never liked me.  She’s always had it in for me!  And she was mean to Cameron!” 

    “Is that why the zipper on her prom dress exploded?” 

    “She’s also a pig in a girdle.” 

    “Phoebe.” 

    “Well, she is!  The dress was two sizes too small for her and everyone could see she wasn’t wearing a corset!  It was only a matter of time before the zipper burst.” 

    “So you helped it along.” 

    “It was completely plausible!” she argued. 

    “The zipper, yes, but the way it burst entirely, along with the ripping where the zipper ended?  Sure, sure—maybe it could have happened on its own.  It’s close enough to plausible to be happenstance.  Besides, nobody can pin it on you.” 

    “So why are we leaving?” 

    “Because there was something unusual at Edna’s expense and you were present.  You two don’t get along, so if anyone becomes suspicious for other reasons, you become a valid suspect.  It’s the beginning of the end.  If you get away with this one, maybe you’ll get away with another one.  Or two.  Or three.  Then someone might notice a common thread—you.  Then things head down an icy hill of weird toward disaster gulch.  It all ends in tears or flames or both.” 

    I vote for flames, Firebrand interjected. 

    “Shut up,” we both told it, in unison, me mildly, Phoebe angrily.  Phoebe went on. 

    “I won’t do it again!” 

    “Not here, no.” 

    “Please, Pop!  Please!  I swear I’ll keep it secret.  I won’t ever do anything again where anybody can see!  I won’t even do anything outside the house!” 

    I don’t know why she calls me “Pop.”  It started as “Papa,” rather than “da-da,” and gradually shortened to “Pop.”  I think it’s a regional thing. 

    “No.  You know the rules.  We’ve moved four times—about to be five—because you can’t or won’t keep a secret.  You think you’re suddenly going to be perfect because the sixth time is the charm?” 

    “You’re impossible!” 

    “Highly improbable,” I corrected.  “Let’s go.” 

    “If I was eighteen, I’d stay!” 

    “In a very short time, you will be.  It’s my job to make sure you reach eighteen, young lady, and you won’t if a mob shows up with pitchforks and torches.” 

    “That’s just in movies, not real life!  People don’t do that sort of thing.” 

    I paused with my hand upraised, about to trigger the shift spell, and it finally sank in how badly I failed her.  Her statement hit me with the realization she actually believed people were… tolerant?  Fair?  Understanding?  What’s the word I want? 

    She knows the rule, yes.  What I realized, with a shock, was she never learned the reason behind the rule.  She’s been told, but she doesn’t understand.  There’s a world of difference between being told not to touch the stove because it’s hot and learning not to touch the stove by touching it.  She believes people are fundamentally good, intelligent, wise, generous, and kind.  She hasn’t burned her hand. 

    Clearly, I’ve taken the wrong tack.  Well, I’ve never been a parent before.  This on-the-job training thing is effective, though.  It’s like learning to swim by being washed overboard at sea.  If you don’t drown, the learning curve is impressively steep.  The difference is, if you fail to learn as a parent, someone else suffers with you.  I may have let her down regarding a fundamental life lesson. 

    “Really?” I asked.  “You really think it won’t be so bad?” 

    “No!  It’s just… we explain things so people can understand.  People can understand, Pop!” 

    “Individuals can.  People in groups are dumb, panicky, dangerous animals and you should know it.” 

    “But they’re not!” 

    “Okay.  You’ve convinced me,” I told her.  “People are kind, caring, understanding sorts who would never dream of burning down the house in a fit of superstitious violence.  Running away is stupid and panicky and pointless.  We’ll stay.  Let’s get all your most valuable and precious possessions back into your room and unpacked so they’ll be impossible to rescue if you’re wrong.” 

    Bronze obligingly backed out of the barn and circled to the front of the house.  She admonished me for being hard on Phoebe, to which I responded with the reassurance I wouldn’t let anything happen to her.  Guardian angel mode. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yes, Punkin?” 

    “You look mad.” 

    “I do?” 

    “Your shadow’s doing the thing again, and I know your spell tries to keep it calmed down.” 

    “I guess I am mad, a little,” I admitted. “No, I take it back.  I’m frustrated, not angry—frustrated with me, not you.  I know people better than you do, but you need to see for yourself.  So we’ll stay until you’re ready to leave.” 

    “You mean it?” 

    “Yes.  Bear in mind we may not be able to bring anything when we leave, depending on when you decide you’ve had enough.  It may be a case of diving through an escape hatch with whatever we’re wearing at the time.” 

    “You’re not serious.” 

    I didn’t answer.  I was busy thinking about how to assure total destruction of magical paraphernalia on short notice.  All the routine spells in the house have a self-consumption function, but the enchanted items are another story.  If I was going to unpack everything, I needed a way to make them mundane in the event of a sudden departure. 

    Bronze parked under the roofed-over portico thing in front.  I started unloading, moving our stuff up two steps and onto the brick porch-entryway area in front of the door.  Gus jumped down, somewhat puzzled.  He padded up on the porch to lie on the cooler brickwork in the shade. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Want to get your books?” 

    Phoebe got out and followed me as I carried my recliner into the house.  It’s the only personal item I brought, aside from some heavily-enchanted equipment.  I love my chair.  It’s almost as old as Phoebe.  My recliner and I go way back. 

    “Pop, I wish you wouldn’t get that attitude,” she complained, following me. 

    “What attitude?” 

    “You get frosted and you cut the gas.” 

    “Frosted?” 

    “Angry,” she translated.  “Then you stop talking.” 

    “Ah.” 

    “Will you please put the chair down and talk to me?” 

    I plunked the recliner in its former spot and turned to face her. 

    “I don’t like having to flee,” I admitted.  “I never have.  I don’t like packing up what we can carry and starting again any more than you do.  You think you’re the only one who hates uprooting and running?” 

    “I… Huh.  You’re the one who always says we have to leave, but… No, I guess not.  I mean, I know you won’t see your friends anymore, either…” she trailed off, trying to suppress the rest of her thought: If you ever bothered to make any. 

    “But you never really thought about it until now?” I suggested, ignoring the telepathic mutter.  For a mortal, Phoebe has developed impressive psychic abilities.  It makes me wonder if everyone else is the equivalent of telepathic couch potatoes. 

    “No.  No, I suppose I didn’t.  It bothers you?  It never seems to bother you.” 

    “While I admit I haven’t gone to any trouble to make friends, I still have people I know and a few I actually like.  I only pretend to be a hermit because if I meet someone and he turns out to be a black-hearted bastard, I have to let him live.  I don’t want to be a suspect. 

    “Regardless, packing up and moving everything is a pain.  I hate having to start again.  Just because I’m used to it doesn’t mean I enjoy it.  There are a lot of things we have to do whether we like them or not. 

    “The real issue here isn’t moving,” I went on.  “It’s your sunny disposition and youthful optimism.  You’re not a child anymore.  You’re a young lady.  And as much as I hate to see your charming innocence slaughtered and left bleeding on the floor, it has been unequivocally pointed out to me the burned hand teaches best.  All I can hope for is to help you survive the lesson and keep the hand.” 

    While she digested that, I went back outside and fetched in more stuff.  When we pack up to move, most of the things we bring have significance to her.  Like everyone, she collects stuff just by living in one place.  It’s amazing how all the little things stack up over time.  A jewelry box, a gun rack, a bookshelf, the strands of unicorn mane under glass, clothes, fencing gear, a dresser, an asteroid collection, miscellaneous knives, magic mirror, training dummy, hairbrushes, an abundance of shoes… 

    True, we could send most of our stuff through a shift-closet.  We don’t.  I deliberately limit us to one truckload and a small trailer.  It cuts down the house clutter and acts as a further inducement toward pretending to be normal.  Besides, at our destination the neighbors have to see us show up with stuff.  Another reason for a loaded pickup truck. 

    All my important stuff is in my private universe.  Most of the stuff I keep in the house is baggage, easily abandoned and almost as easily replaced.  My only real exceptions are a clock and the steel-framed recliner.  The clock is important, since it has several gates built into it, but the chair is comfortable.  The rest of the stuff I would miss, but it’s all routine things—power crystals, a bunch of books, and similar stuff.  Easily replaceable. 

    The work I put into refurbishing the house would go to waste, but I’m a natural-born handyman type.  Refurbishing another old house is almost a bright spot when we have to move.  It is nice to have a project.  A small-scale project, I mean, rather than a long-term plot to kill an angel, cure a continent, and de-nuke several cities.  I’ve made progress on those in the sense I’ve done research to discover more about the nature of the problems, but it’s going to take a while.  Most of my actual work has been on houses, the voidstation, and especially Phoebe. 

    I should probably explain about the voidstation.  And I will.  Later.  It’s like a space station, with one obvious difference.  Right now, I have a lot of catching up to do in this journal.  Most of what I’ve been writing has been lab notes.  It’s not easy raising a daughter.  There’s progress to chart, experiments to perform, spells to refine, calculations to make, and then there’s the whole question of what I can accomplish when she’s asleep and not distracting me. 

    I’d say this parenting thing has been worth the effort.  If she’s a soulless monster, I can’t tell.  Then again, I’m not so sure about me, either, so I may not be in the best position to judge.  I have this notion of how a soulless monster should behave and she’s much too nice a person.  Maybe it’s the environment.  Comic books, Dobie Gillis, The Shadow, The Lone Ranger, and so on.  Let’s not forget the Lensman series and The Lord of the Rings. 

    Gus waited until he was sure I was really unloading.  He went inside and flopped on the stonework of the disused kitchen fireplace.  It’s a very old house and didn’t start with central heat and air, but it’s been upgraded recently. 

    Clearly, Gus was looking forward to the ride.  Bronze informed me she would take him for a spin after dark while she worked on the finer details of the truck.  She and Gus get along wonderfully, especially when she’s wearing her statue.  Watching the two of them run around and play together is quite a sight. 

    Bronze has never flamed him by accident, but just in case the wind catches a cloud of fire, the collar will help.  Gus’s collar doesn’t make him fireproof, but it does make accidents less likely to be harmful.  He’s big and looks bigger because he’s so fluffy.  A natural fire hazard, one might say, so I’ve tried to mitigate it. 

    Sadly, if she accidentally steps on him, there’s nothing I can do.  To be fair, if she steps on anyone, there’s not much to be done that doesn’t involve a scraper and hose.  She tells me I worry too much, but I recall a gopher hole at ninety miles an hour. 

    On my third trip in, carrying a box of Phoebe’s books, she stopped me in the entryway. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Are you going to help or not?” 

    “Put those down, Pop.  I want to talk.” 

    I put the box down and seated myself on the stairs.  She leaned on the bannister, placing her hands on the rail, fingers interlaced, and put her chin on top. 

    “I’m sorry.” 

    “For?” 

    “For a couple of things.  I shouldn’t have played a prank on Edna.  Well, I shouldn’t have used my powers to play a prank on Edna.” 

    “Hmm.  I know you two don’t get along, but both the times I met her, she seemed nice enough.” 

    “She’s a bitch—and don’t say ‘language.’  I used the word deliberately and with full understanding.” 

    “Very well.  What makes you classify her as a bitch?” 

    “She’s petty, vain, and tends to gossip behind people’s backs.  At the dance, everyone she talked to looked at Cameron and laughed.  I didn’t like it one bit, and it had nothing to do with Cameron inviting me to the dance.  Edna is my enemy, Pop, because she made herself into one.  She’s pretty, but she’s petty.  She thinks I’m prettier and she’s jealous.” 

    “Envious.” 

    “What’s the difference?” 

    “Jealousy is being afraid someone will take what you have.  Envy is wanting something someone else has.  She wants to be as pretty as you, so it’s envy.  I’m guessing she doesn’t like her freckles and would rather have your built-in suntan.” 

    “I think she’s mostly j—envious of my hair.” 

    “What’s wrong with hers?” 

    “It’s not inky black?  Hers is blonde, if you don’t check her roots.” 

    “Mmm.  Possibly yours is more exotic.  Granted.” 

    “She’s also afraid she’ll lose her boyfriend to a prettier girl—me.  Not that I’m interested in Hotrod Hooligan.” 

    “Hooligan?” 

    “Harry Hughes.  Nobody uses his real name.  Wears a leather jacket.” 

    “That doesn’t narrow it down.  You’re saying she thinks she has reasons not to like you.  In return, pranking her might be rude, but not unexpected.  Go on.” 

    “I’m also sorry I didn’t believe you about people.” 

    “You still don’t.” 

    “No, I guess I don’t.  I’m still sorry I don’t.” 

    I sighed and ran a hand down my face. 

    “Punkin, if we stay here and keep having weird things happen around us—” 

    “—people will notice and bad things will happen,” she interrupted, straightening up and waving her hands.  “The sky will fall, the seas will boil, rivers will run with blood, and the dead will rise from their graves.  Behold, the rise of the Leviathan from the deep.  The ground will shake and swallow up the cities of men.  The end is nigh!”  

    I waited until she finished and arched an eyebrow at her. 

    “Did you start to apologize and decide to mock me instead?” 

    “I’ve heard the lecture a thousand times, Pop!  I swear I have!  Doom, doom, doom if we don’t hide everything!  Don’t let anyone know!  What’s the point to having powers if I’m never allowed to use them?” 

    “You use them every day.” 

    “I have to hide them every day!” she corrected. 

    “And when you don’t, we move.” 

    She gnashed her teeth and made a frustrated sound.  It was a mix of groan and sigh, kind of an “ugh!” but drawn out and somewhat breathy. 

    “Look,” I told her, “I don’t want to move, either.  We’ve got a good game going on Saturdays.  Rodney needs the cash from mowing our yard every week, not to mention the free lunch.” 

    “And the tutoring.  He still doesn’t go to school.” 

    “I thought you already taught him to read?” 

    “Sure, but now we’re working on math.” 

    “He’ll get by.  He’s a hard worker and pretty smart.  But other people will miss us, too.  Ms. Ferguson at the school is going to figure out I’m the donor when the money doesn’t show up next year.  And I don’t know how the church bake sale is going to go if I’m not eating half of it.  And that’s just my end of things.  I know you have at least two friends you’re going to miss like the mischief—not counting the gamers—one music teacher you actually like, at least a dozen friends, and I won’t say anything about a couple of boys.”  I held up a hand to forestall her incipient protest. 

    “I know, I know.  Even the boys are just friends.  I understand.  I was your age once, a long time ago.  My point is, you know the rule and you chose to risk everything for a childish prank.  You knew what you were doing and you knew what it could cost.  You made a choice. 

    “Now, you tell me:  Do you really think we should suspend my rules and stay here?  Consider what happens if I’m right.  You know the risks of staying—you’ve been told, anyway, but the rules have kept you from knowing it by direct experience.  Do you want to stay and roll the dice, see how long it is before someone comes knocking, pounding, and kicking at the door?” 

    As I said it, I thought about the front door.  It’s a heavy wooden door, typical for the exterior.  It might need an upgrade.  No, it will definitely need an upgrade.  The extra bolts make it a serious barrier, but it’s only oak. 

    Phoebe frowned, thinking.  I left her to think and went to get another box.  Unless she said otherwise, we were staying to watch as the inevitable mob flowed down the dirt road of our driveway and spilled into the yard.  Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.  The monsters are due on Maple Street.  All that sort of thing. 

    “Pop?” 

    I put the latest box on top of the other one in the foyer. 

    “What’s up, Punkin?” 

    “Do you really think people we know would… I don’t know… burn our house?” 

    “You’ve never had to deal with fearful, panicked human beings.  You’ve never had people you know look at you with suspicion and mistrust, then talk about you behind your back.  You won’t like it, but it’s another one of those things that will build character.  On the upside, you can use your powers as much as you like for whatever you like while we remain here.  We’ll be a house full of friendly, helpful wizards and see how long we last.  It’ll be a learning experience.” 

    “Couldn’t we pretend I didn’t prank Edna and just carry on?” 

    “If you get away with it this time, it doesn’t teach you not to do it.  I haven’t managed to teach it to you either, it seems.  So we’ll suspend the rules.  Do as you please.  Then you’ll see why I have the rules.” 

    “I can really do anything I please?” she asked, half-suspicious, half-hopeful. 

    “You’re darn near a grown woman, so yes, you really can.  It’ll get us talked about and ostracized more quickly.  Then we can run for our lives.  Hmm,” I added, thoughtfully.  “I should set up emergency escape hatches.  We may not be able to get to the barn if they surround the house.  We may not be able to get to my closet, either, if they pitch firebombs through the upstairs windows.  Do you know where my grease pencils are?” 

    “You’re not serious, are you, Pop?” 

    “Never knowingly, but I do mean what I say.  I have reasons for my rules.” 

    “You always said I can break any rule I want if I understand why the rule is there.” 

    “Not quite.  What did Aristotle say about facts?” 

    “Uhm… is this the one about how knowledge of a fact differs from knowledge of the reason for the fact?” 

    “That’s the one.  You have to understand the reason for the rule—the spirit of it, if you like—before you’re allowed to risk breaking it.  If you understand the why of a rule, as well as the potential consequences, you may decide breaking a rule is warranted.  ‘Thou shalt not kill’ is a good rule and a wise one.  Not only is it a good general principle, there are potential consequences to breaking it. 

    “But,” I went on, “I’m not sure you understand the ‘Demonstrate powers and we have to run’ rule.  You don’t accept the potential consequences as real.  So now we have to risk our lives for you to learn.” 

    “It’s hard to imagine Elwood trying to burn down the house.” 

    “Elwood might not.  Elwood—as an individual—might accept you have powers he doesn’t understand.  On the other hand, people in groups are notoriously intolerant.  It’s going to be one of the great drawbacks of the twenty-first century.  People will have instant communications around the globe and will factionalize based on opinions, forming virtual mobs. 

    “But I digress.  Grab something you care about—go get your flute case.  No, better.  Get the unicorn hair and the asteroid collection.  Put them in your room.  Hang them back on the wall where the mob can destroy them, please.” 

    Phoebe, somewhat reluctantly, started carrying her stuff up to her room.  I started thinking in terms of how to defend the house against a real attack.   

    Land mines?  Possibly.  Maybe if I lay out a net of det cord under the sod, forming a one-meter grid?  It’ll blow dirt everywhere and be bad for anything in the area.  I can also add claymore mines to Phoebe’s flowerbeds on either side of the brick porch… 

    Whistling the 1812 Overture through my teeth, I unpacked the truck and trailer. 

      

    I still do most of my attention-demanding projects at night.  Less demanding—or more interruption-tolerant—projects I sometimes work on during the days.  I’m often in my basement workshop or out in the barn.  The basement is set up for magical endeavors—enchanting something or revising a spell—and for electronics.  Things requiring delicacy.  The barn has a number of hand and power tools suitable for woodworking, carpentry, or metalwork.  It’s where I carve ideograms into an orichalcum plate to make a permanent firmament.  The barn also houses larger magical projects, such as the escape shifter. 

    Just looking at the house, you wouldn’t think it’s a vampire overlord’s fortress.  I sometimes wish I had a more impressive Secret Lair.  Maybe Mad Scientist Hideout.  Arcane Stronghold?  Something like that.  Sadly, a jungle island with a skull motif, while appropriate, is a bit too obvious for my taste.  Besides, people tend to show up and hunt giant apes or something.  They get touchy if I don’t have a monster for them.  Something besides me, I mean. 

    Since we’ve always had a tendency to pack up and move on short notice, I can’t use the basement for my major projects.  The first time we had to leave in a hurry—bug out, not simply move—I had to abandon quite a bit of work-in-progress and sneak back to recover what I could. 

    The voidstation has expanded considerably over the past few years.  While I have a workshop in the basement, it’s for doing things I already know how to do.  The laboratory is for experiments.  It’s floating in the Void.   

    For example, the voidstation has my Mark Two angel containment system.  The lines to contain Valan, so long ago—or yet to come—were the Mark One.  On second thought, the bottle was the Mark Two.  The voidstation has the Mark Three.  Well, Version Three Point Four Eight.  I keep upgrading it whenever I think up a new wrinkle. 

    I should probably be less concerned with the model number.  This is my most advanced version so far, with osmium glyphs surrounded by orichalcum inlay, all set in high-alloy steel.  I keep thinking of ways to improve it, though.  Little tweaks here and there.  I’m in no hurry to stuff an angel into it.  I plan to see Phoebe independently established as a functioning adult before I do anything so dangerous. 

    I’m reasonably certain it will contain an angel.  I’ll get to the dissection portion after I’ve done my due diligence on restraining the test subject. 

    While I’m ahead of the curve on firmament-building and angel containment, I’m a bit behind on my other research.  I still have to find a way to un-muddle human brains already subject to pleasure-spell addiction.  I’ve studied what literature I can and gone about as far as monkey test subjects will take me, so now I need some humans.  For this, I need captives, obviously, and a way to feed and house them reliably while I study them.  To keep them, I need prison cells—probably in my voidstation—and appropriate supplies.  Filing cabinets full of crayon artwork do not feed prisoners. 

    Yes, I keep Phoebe’s old artwork in my lab’s filing cabinets.  There are also old school projects, essays, science projects, and the like.  I’m not the sort to keep a family album—I have a headspace; I remember things—but Phoebe may find all this stuff interesting, someday.  Or her children might.  Or her grandchildren.  It’s not getting left behind in some house we have to evacuate. 

    For now, human lab rats will have to wait.  Phoebe is always the priority, so I work around what she needs and wants. 

    I have spells, unimaginable physical resources, extra time in every day, and I don’t sleep.  Even with all this, I still worry I’m a terrible parent.  Maybe I’m just not confident in new things?  Or am I more concerned about making a mistake when the responsibility is so great? 

    I’ll have to go with the second one.  Take Rethven for an example.  I’m not out to save the world.  I’m out to stop myself screwing up.  It’s an important distinction. 

    For tonight, though, time is not of the essence.  My major concern is getting a head start on Phoebe’s latest life lesson, so my gate-and-mirror combination in the basement is finding things I want to grab.  Explosives?  Check.  Motion sensors?  Check.  Lights?  Check.  More fire extinguishers?—sorry, Firebrand!  Check. 

    I need to get more glass and reinforce the current windows, both ground level and second storey.  If the windowpanes are made of the same safety glass as a car windshield—Oo!  Double glazing!—a thrown brick or bottle won’t make it into the house.  Not having the living room immediately erupt in flames could give us a valuable amount of time.  I know this for a fact.  It might also give me time to grab some things before we shift out. 

    Strangely, the longer I live in a house, the more fortified it becomes.  Usually, it’s a gradual process.  A little structural reinforcement here, a bit of fireproofing there, maybe an extension to the foundation under there, and so on.  Now it’s going to happen quicker.  Not because I’ll stay here and hold off all comers—I learned this lesson with Sasha, at her house—but because it will hold people off long enough for us to escape.  That’s the key.  Escape.  Once the mob comes, the time for gentle reason is over. 

    Do I have time to form a pit trap under the front porch?  The trapdoor will be the tricky bit, I think, since the porch is actually a raised brick area between the driveway and the door, under the portico-thing.  How do I arrange a trapdoor in brickwork?  A fast-acting trapdoor, I mean.  Maybe I can remove the brickwork in the middle and replace it with wood.  It’ll look strange, though.  Can I conceal it with green artificial turf, like it’s an oversized door mat?  It’ll look cheap, but it might work. 

    I definitely want to have multiple trapdoors.  Not in front of the door, but one to either side and one behind the person kicking in the door.  This leaves the door-kicker standing there alone while at least three friends plummet out of sight and the rest leap back in surprise.  If the door-kicker is, instead, two guys swinging a battering ram, so much the better. 

    So the real question is, do I want several small spikes at the bottom, to injure the feet and hinder jumping and climbing, keeping the victim in the pit?  Or a couple of tall spikes for impaling the victim outright?  Probably the small ones.  They could miss the tall spikes.  Although a single impaling spike is more thematically appropriate… 

    I’ll get the earth-moving spells started and we’ll see how far it gets. 

    

  


   
    Technical Notes: The Voidstation 

      

    Told you I’d get to it. 

    I started with a lab in the basement.  It’s like having a workshop with power tools.  It’s fine as long as the kids don’t get into it and slice off a finger, especially not one of their own.  Other people’s fingers are almost as bad, but for different reasons. 

    By the time she was six months old, I had a feeling Phoebe would be adept at occult things from her upbringing, if nothing else.  Considering her environment and education, I realized I had to think ahead.  The last thing I needed was a Sorcerer’s Apprentice incident. 

    Where do I put a wizard’s laboratory where no one will bother it? 

    I considered a number of possible worlds, from Zombie World to a few Global Warming Worlds to a variety of Nobody Left Alive worlds.  Zombie Worlds and the variations thereof can be a nice hideaway, kind of like having a cabin in the mountains.  Find someplace isolated and they’re fine to visit.  You can get away from everything for a while.  On the other hand, they’re not someplace you want to test your new Avalanche Ray.  Attracting attention in a Zombie World is asking to leave the world in one way or another. 

    As I ruminated on the problem, wishing I could go back to Rethven and call it even, I realized something. 

    I built a firmament around Mount Arthur.  Well, the whole city of Vios, really.  It was a fake firmament, true, and powered by magical energy instead of chaos energy, but it worked.  It surrounded the city of Vios and preserved it in the Void while Rethven, as a whole, dissolved into primal Chaos.  At that point, Vios drifted off as its own universe. 

    If I’m already going to have done it once, why not build my own little universe?  A pocket universe, if you will.  A tiny bubble of order amid the seething, shifting chaos?  It should beat the hell out of a pyramid in the Cretaceous. 

    By the time I had the idea, Phoebe was sleeping solidly through the night.  When she was awake, I had one job: Phoebe.  With an electromagical transformer in the basement and spells on the house to handle sweeping, vacuuming, mopping, dishes, laundry, and a variety of other household chores, I wasn’t too bothered by mundane chores.  So, when she napped, or when she went to bed for the night, I had time to myself. 

    With a time-ticker in my clock—my timeclock!—multiplying the overnight hours, I had days, sometimes weeks, before Phoebe woke up.  Yes, I was out of the house and worlds away, but that’s not the correct perspective.  I might have been an immense distance away, but with my return setup—and backup routes—prepared in advance, distance wasn’t a factor.  I was no more than five seconds away from her crib.  If Phoebe woke up in the middle of the night, Firebrand—hanging in a gas fireplace and enjoying it—would shout for Bronze.  Bronze would then shout for me.  And, no matter where I was, in this world or out of it, that shout I would hear. 

    So I let Phoebe sleep for a week at a time—a week of my time—while I did preliminary tests and experiments.  Having built a firmament before, duplicating it seemed simple enough.  Of course, I needed a foundation.  A workspace I could set up and shift into the void.  A standard shipping container seemed reasonable.  It was corrugated steel, structurally sound, and could be carved on without harming it.  Best of all, it could be partitioned off so I could shift more metal inside.  Once I “firmamented” it, I could add tons of material, lay a structure-altering spell on it, and let it grow while I played pattycake with Phoebe. 

    It didn’t go entirely as planned. 

    Finding an old cargo container and fixing it up was no trouble.  There are millions of them lying around in various Earthlines, unused.  No people, no cargo, no shipping, no problem. 

    Enchanting it with a firmament spell?  A little trickier, but doable.  It was a test platform for further expansion.  A toehold.  A safe place to stand while I tossed experimental things out into the Void.  I would add more refined secondary shielding spells—refined and improved versions of a firmament spell!—in due course. 

    Shift-booth section?  Sure.  I can mark off a geometric shape and brute-force a shift if I have to, but I thought it would be better to have a built-in booth.  How about a literal phone booth?  If I swipe one from an Earthline—which means I steal it from a branched timeline—and then try to steal it from the original Earthline again—causing another branch, but still with the same phone booth—I have two utterly identical objects.  Linking them as shift-booths is then much easier. 

    Did you know those blue British police boxes were made mostly of concrete, with wood only used for the doors?  I did not.  They’re bloody heavy and difficult to steal. 

    Difficult… but not impossible. 

    So, with everything set up, I prepared to shift my cargo container into the void.  I chose not to go with it, much in the same way I would choose not to strap a saddle onto a rocket.  I’m a vampire, not a coyote.  Standing in an experimental firmament-box when it shifted into the Void was not something I felt appropriate for a single dad, so I planned to send it off on its own.  I would send it off, go back to my research base, do a gate search, and check on it from mission control—not from inside the capsule.  If it all checked out, then I might go there. 

    I drew my shift-spell on all three sides of each of the eight corners and sent my foothold out into the Void. 

    Two problems happened at almost the same time.  Take a moment.  See if you can think of the first problem.  If you can, a moment or two of thought will tell you what the second problem was.  Think it over.  I’ll wait. 

    “Hey, when you send the cargo thingy into the Void, won’t you get a certain volume of the Void where the cargo thingy was?” 

    Yes.  Well spotted.  A large, rectangular object went away and a large, rectangular volume of chaos appeared in its place. 

    Now, second problem.  What else appeared? 

    “If you’ve got a lot of raw chaos lying around, don’t angels—” 

    Yes.  Yes, they do. 

    It was night for Phoebe, but the world I used for this experiment was already into late morning.  By and large, this was a good thing.  True, it meant I couldn’t sprint nearly as fast as I would have liked, but even at night I couldn’t sprint that fast.  I’m not Barry Allen.  I’m not even Pietro Maximoff.  What I wanted was to make a “bamf!” noise.  I had to settle for “Feet, don’t fail me now!” 

    On the upside, the janitorial angel didn’t have any interest in me.  During the day, I don’t have much of a chaos signature.  I also have enchantments to conceal myself from angels.  As I find out more about how angels work, I’ll upgrade them.  But what really saved my bacon, pork chops, and chitlins was the way the angel focused on the immediate problem.  There was a small pond of chaos dripping, spattering, sizzling, flapping, crawling, oozing, waving, flagellating, glubgling, klarzing, and florbing over the landscape.  It even skozzled a bit, but I didn’t stick around to watch. 

    Frankly, I was quite happy the angel dealt with it.  I didn’t like the way the colors smelled.  It might have been better if they didn’t sound so bittersweet, with a sour aftertaste of prickly.  It’s one thing to be in the Void.  It’s quite another to watch it doing things in the world. 

    So I ran.  Sprinted.  Evacuated.  Departed.  Exit, stage left, even. 

    Behind me, there was a massive clap of thunder and a bright light.  I did not like the way it illuminated the terrain, mostly because it felt as though it also illuminated my eyeballs right through the back of my head.  It wasn’t hot, which made the moment even more surreal.  It was only bright.  I wasn’t being subjected to a matter-energy event, but the flash reminded me of one. 

    I kept going on the theory most things diminish with the square of distance.  Light, gravity, blast wave, whatever. 

    About a minute later, it started hailing.  Hot little rocks rained down, presumably thrown from the point of flash.  Aside from the initial explosion or clap of thunder or whatever, there wasn’t anything to account for the rain of gravel.  I also wasn’t sure why there would be hot things thrown anywhere.  I had a vague notion these might be transformational byproducts of voidstuff.  If the angels can’t banish it back to the Void without opening a hole and letting more in, maybe they use their angelic forces to impose order on it and turn it into something. 

    Running through a hot sleet of glassy chaos gravel did not appeal to me.  Since I went for distance rather than heading for cover, this was my own fault.  I sucked air, bore down, and kept hotfooting away. 

    The angel, meanwhile, disappeared.  I presume it simply left.  It was possible it threw itself into the chaos mix and the two canceled each other out.  I was too busy sprinting to get the details.  The exact mechanism was of interest, but I decided to worry about getting a detailed replay some other time. 

    This was, to my mind, an excellent outcome.  I resolved to be even more careful in the future, however, since my arrangements for the then-infant Phoebe consisted mainly of trust funds and the like.  While this would help make her life easier, it wasn’t even as good as having an inadequate father.  I hadn’t intended to take such a risk and I resolved on the spot to take fewer ones.  My innate cowardice promised to remind me. 

    After things calmed down—as a Thing, I include myself—I settled into my little bunker, where I should have been when I sent the container off in the first place.  I scried on the point of transfer and examined it in detail. 

    It was a crater.  From the look of it, I’d say it was an impact crater.  Atomic weapons and other bombs tend to leave more melted mess and huge firestorms.  This was a simple crater, not even hot.  It had no central peak, but maybe it was too small for such a thing. 

    If I get a bigger blob of the Void, do I get a bigger crater?  No, Eric.  No.  Bad vampire.  File the idea and lose the filing cabinet. 

    Okay.  Successful transfer of object to the Void.  I’ll call it a win. 

    Next up, I fired up the micro-gate on my mirror and looked in on Toehold Station.  It was floating there in the Void, minding its own business, not bothering anyone.  Everything was stable.  No holes in the walls, no strange colors singing in the key of butterscotch, nothing. 

    I arrived through the shift-booth in the corner and flopped out.  I did not anticipate having to deal with a sudden day-to-night transformation upon arrival.  I should have.  There’s no sunshine in the Void.  There’s no Sun.  I haven’t built a sun for the magical firmament of my tiny little world, so how could it be daytime? 

    I didn’t fall flat on my face when I arrived, but I did lean on the floor until it stopped moving.  I spent a moment or two waiting for everything to settle.  Once I was resting in peace, I rose again and did an inspection of the whole world. 

    It was pretty good, all things considered.  It had gravity, for one thing, which I did not expect.  I should have.  The firmament spell was based on the Rethven design, so, naturally, “down” was toward the floor.  I’m still not sure if things just accelerate in that direction until they come out the bottom of the firmament, or if the underside of the world attracts things to it, too.  I suspect it’s a two-way thing where “down” is always toward the midline, but a primal chaos entity built the thing.  I have evidence it doesn’t share my ideas of good universe design. 

    I’m glad I was still in the examination phase of my test.  I detected a problem about three seconds before it became one. 

    The firmament spell was, of course, the most powerful spell on the container.  As a result, it took the lion’s share of the local magical environment.  Once the local magic ran out, it started consuming its own structure to continue generating the spell effect.  The wires got thinner, if you will, as it burned itself up. 

    And, as I observed the process with enough dawning horror to make my heart beat, this was exactly what it was doing.  Back on Earth, it had a magical environment, albeit a weak one, but enough to operate the spell at minimal power.  Now it was under full load, holding back the chaos of the Void, and the container lacked a magical power source.  My firmament spell doesn’t have the ability to convert raw chaos into power, so it had to run on whatever was inside at the time, then on what the spell had stored in its own structure. 

    I could have dumped a power crystal into the firmament to shore it up, but it was already eating its own structure and headed for failure.  Instead, I jumped back into the shift-booth, dumped my power crystal into it, and went right back where I came from. 

    Oh, look!  A night-to-day shift, which is by far the worse of the two.  There I was, dead on arrival, as my whole body tried to pop the clutch of life.  Fortunately, my amulet is another thing I’ve upgraded.  I’m confident of surviving a sudden dayshift, but I have not yet figured out a way to make it anything better than hideous, with a day-long period of uncomfortable. Sudden resurrection is about as much fun as the flu.  I can get up and go do things, but I really, really don’t want to. 

    So, voidstation.  Proof of concept?  Yes.  Success?  No.  On the other hand, surviving a mistake is often enough to be considered a success.  Now, if only I would learn from my mistakes… 

    Sadly, I don’t think I learn the lessons I’m supposed to.  Learn something, sure, but maybe not what the lesson was about.   

    In accord with the idea of being less of a risk-taker, I let the project go for a while.  Rather than keep fiddling with it and potentially wringing my own neck, I did thought experiments.  How can I do this?  What will happen if I do it this way?  What could go wrong?  How can I prevent it?  Can I prevent it, or can I minimize it? 

    It was a couple of months—Phoebe-time; more like two years for me because I play games with Time every night—before I returned from the drawing board.  By then, Phoebe was older, more advanced, and showing signs of being a decent human being.  I was less worried about her being a psychotic kid and more worried about her overall health, happiness, and education.  Therefore, with additional safety steps, a voidstation might not be out of reach.  If worse came to worst, she would be cared for—financially, certainly, but also by a haunted car and maybe a sword. 

    Having a better idea of what I was going to encounter in the Void, though, I felt I could minimize the risks.  One risk I could minimize but not eliminate was the power source for the firmament spell.  The sine qua non of a voidstation, the firmament spell, had to be able to withstand the vagaries of the Void. 

    After much review and considerable agonized consideration, I went with a matter-conversion reactor.  It’s the only thing that doesn’t produce an overwhelming amount of waste products while still providing sufficient power. 

    I did design one to be as safe as possible.  It’s not possible to be completely safe, but I did my best.  It still scares me. 

    This made me question whether or not I wanted one.  The more I thought about it, the more I decided I did.  So I found a middle of nowhere in Alaska, built a reactor, and tested it—from Australia.  It worked as projected, so, in theory, I could do this. 

    Which meant I needed another container in the Void as a foothold.  This time, I set it to shift on a timer, rather than immediately.  I like having a head start.  Say, a couple of universes over.  If an angel was going to show up, I was going to be nowhere near.  I could recover any surviving recording devices—magical, technological, and hybrid—well after the disaster was over. 

    The container disappeared and the chaos arrived.  It started to do chaos things to the nice, ordered structure of the area.  It’s like watching the flavor of screaming being origami-folded into inside-out smells of raspberry.  It isn’t something to watch if you had a big breakfast.  Or eaten recently.  Or have a stomach.  Or eyes. 

    Right on cue, an angel showed up. 

    A fiery line of light descended from the heavens like the thrust of a celestial sword.  This speared the chaos through what I suppose was the center, but geometry doesn’t seem too certain in a chaos region.  Angelic forces interacted with the matter in the area, causing the raw chaos to merge with it, somehow.  Maybe the order of the universe is used to soak up the chaos?  It could be like throwing sand into a chemical spill so you can shovel up the sand.  This appears to require effort on the angel’s part, since the brightness of it diminished across all the bands I was capable of recording.  I don’t think this harms the angel, just tires it out a lot.  Oh, well. 

    At any rate, the angel’s power subdivided the chaos into discrete little pieces, like gravel or buckshot.  This outermost layer blasted away in all directions.  More mass sucked up from the surroundings, forming another layer of stabilized material, and this also departed in all directions.  The process continued until the entire quantity of voidstuff was mixed, merged, melted, and moved.  The process was also fast.  Extremely fast.  It didn’t happen like firing a squirt gun, pow-pow-pow.  It happened like a hose, fwoosh!, and caused a boom like a bomb or a thunderclap. 

    Considering there’s a bunch of raw chaos to deal with, happening quickly is probably for the best. 

    I recovered those recording devices still intact, reviewed what happened in ultra-slow-motion, and decided not to taunt angels again if I could help it. 

    On the other hand, I’m pleased to have a new foothold in the Void.  I can go there, castling back and forth within solid, orderly universes without drawing in more stuff from the void.  To this end, I have a big, orichalcum plate with ideogrammatic carvings in it.  It’s a physical representation of a firmament spell, mounted in the structure of the station. 

    It is possible to cast a firmament spell “by hand,” but it’s a long and complicated process.  Diagrams and ideograms can take the place of a lot of verbalizing, and no doubt I could come up with “messy bits” to take the place of other verbal and somatic spell structures.  I prefer to carve a good, solid plate with the spell, though, and enchant it. 

    My firmament plate has power crystals mounted around the edge as emergency batteries.  It’s mounted on the inner face of the outer hull.  Since its initial launch, I’ve added a couple more plates as backups as I found time. 

    Right off, though, I put an architectural spell on the cargo container, so it’s been growing for the past several years.  There are a few shift-boxes inside the voidstation.  They periodically grab things.  A particularly long one grabs a railroad rail from one of the many Nobody Left Alive worlds.  Others grab ingots of other metals for alloying purposes. 

    I’m quite proud of it.  I have several backup lairs to run to, and I’ve gone through several houses, but the voidstation is my favorite home away from home.  It’s one place where I know things will be quiet. 

    It also strikes me as an excellent lair.  Not just a workroom, but a residence.  It’s isolated, free from angelic interference, and unlikely to be bothered by any of the usual difficulties one finds in a human-infested world. 

    Human-occupied.  Occupied.  Not infested.  Excuse me.  You’d think I’d be more tolerant of human presence, since I eat them.  I eat a lot of things I wouldn’t want to socialize with. 

    Hunting for a world to live in may have been a mistake.  Specifically, Tauta may have been a mistake.  I don’t know what else I could have done, though.  I didn’t know I could build a mini-world of my own! 

    If I had it to do over again, would I do it different?  No.  There’s Phoebe to consider.  But a voidstation is what I should have done in the first place.  I got a Phoebe out of it, as well as a whole slew of issues fixing what I screwed up in the Tassarian Empire. 

    It’s a trade I’m willing to make.

  


   
    Saturday, May 30th, 1959 

      

    With everything restored to its proper place, we pretended to normality.  The day before yesterday, we were about to vanish into another universe, but nobody needed to know that.  Instead, we made sure we had snacks for the game. 

    Saturdays are fun.  We’ve been in this house about five years, so we have a pretty good game going.  Tabletop role-playing games aren’t yet a thing in this world and era, but I’m not too concerned by the anachronism.  We’re in a timeline branch, so I don’t see it generating paradoxes with my future. 

    All the players are Phoebe’s friends.  The eldest, at eighteen, is Cameron.  He’s a senior at Phoebe’s school, Shasta High.  No, I take it back.  He graduated just days ago.  Time sure flies.  I wish I knew who was piloting. 

    Cameron asked Phoebe—still a junior—to the prom.  I’m not sure Cameron has been to any school dance before.  The prom around here is kind of the final punctuation mark in the school year, so I don’t know what he was thinking.  I’d have thought he would ask her out to other events, preferably prior to graduation, but I’m not known for my social skills.  Maybe he was too self-conscious about it. 

    Anyway, he’s a good egg.  He’s a reliable player and he plays a solid fighter.  His tactical sense is excellent and he knows the difference between Lawful Good and Awful Stupid.  The fact he lives in a wheelchair is hardly noticeable once we’ve gathered around the table.  His fighter works well with Elwood’s cleric and, even by themselves, they’re a force to be reckoned with. 

    The back porch didn’t have a ramp when I bought the place.  Now it does—a long, shallow one from the edge of the porch to the corner of the house.  The path from the back door to the game table is wide and clear.  There are also handrails and other gymnastics bars in the downstairs bathroom.  He’s a regular guest and I’ll help him if he asks for it, but ever since I installed the hardware he hasn’t needed to. 

    In the late afternoon, after the game, Phoebe went out front to get Bronze ready for departure. I held the back door for Cameron.  He’s the last man out, partly because Phoebe drives him.  Everyone else either drives or gets a lift from a parent.  When the sun starts going down earlier, Phoebe and I will both drive people home.  I won’t risk being caught on the road during a sunset. 

    As for Cameron, I think he’s last man out also because he’s glad to be out from under observation.  As I understand it, his father travels a lot for his job—a high-end salesman for some industrial outfit—and his nurse or housekeeper or whatever is always keeping an eye on him. 

    He’s never missed a game and he never seems happy to go home.  Today, since we suspended the rules, I could do something I’d thought about ever since I met him. 

    “Cameron?” 

    “Yessir?” 

    “Can I ask you a personal question?” 

    “Of course, Mr. Kent.” 

    I’m raising a person from another world.  My choice of alias seemed obvious. 

    “Why can’t you walk?  I’ve heard several rumors, including polio.  It doesn’t really matter, I suppose, but I’d like to settle it in my own mind.”  I moved behind his chair and braked him as he rolled down the ramp. 

    “It was an accident.  My mother used to drink, Mr. Kent.  I was nine.  She was driving.” 

    “I’m sorry.” 

    “It was a long time ago,” he replied, as we reached the bottom of the long incline, rounded the corner, and headed for the driveway.  “I’m used to it.” 

    “Are you?” 

    “I’m used to it,” he repeated.  “Doesn’t mean I like it.” 

    “You’d rather walk than roll?” 

    He put his hands on the wheels and stopped.  He turned and looked up at me.  His expression was carefully neutral while he considered what to say.  I got the impression he was about to give me whatever his stock answer was, but something changed his mind.  His eyes hardened and his voice turned steely. 

    “Mr. Kent, for nine years I’ve been ‘that boy in the wheelchair.’  I hate it.  I’ve hated it since I was strapped into the first one and I hate it now.”  He got a grip on his tone and turned away.  “I don’t hate it less.  I just hide it better.” 

    “I see.  You do a good job of it.  Too good, maybe.  I wouldn’t have asked if I could tell.” 

    “Nobody wants to know,” Cameron told me.  “No one else really cares.  They either don’t say anything and avoid it, or they act polite when they aren’t really interested.” He spun in place and wheeled himself toward the car.  “Thank you,” he added. 

    “For what?” 

    “Giving a damn.” 

    “It’s basic humanity,” I answered.  “And, Cameron?” 

    “Sir?” 

    “I have something for you.”  He stopped next to the car.  I handed him an amulet as I opened the door for him. 

    “What is it?” he asked, turning it over in his hands.  It was a cheap brass thing, mostly wire-work, with a couple of quartz chips set in it.  I lifted it from a New Age jewelry shop that ran out of customers shortly after the bombs went off.  I cleaned it thoroughly and it’s barely radioactive at all. 

    “Remember the Amulet of Regeneration from the Lair of the Goblin King?” I asked. 

    “Very much so, sir.  It was the only worthwhile piece of magic in the whole trash-heap.  It’s kept Sir Samuel alive a couple of times, and it grew his arm back after the iron skeleton and the Sword of Severing.  Is this what it looks like?” 

    “Yes.  Would you like it as a souvenir?” 

    “Of course!  Thank you, Mr. Kent!”  He slipped it over his head and tucked it down his shirt.  I braced his chair and he hoisted himself into the passenger seat.  The boy’s got the arms and chest of a gymnast. While he arranged himself and belted in, I loaded the steel monstrosity of his wheelchair into the trunk.  I seriously considered giving him a folding version, once, but chickened out. 

    Phoebe drove off with Cameron as I waved goodbye from under the portico.  Gus came around the house and sat next to me, whoof-ing softly as they drove away.  He’s her dog, not mine, but he understands who the alpha predator in the house is. 

    He hates watching her go.  She wasn’t gone long, though.  She came right back after dropping Cameron off.  I already finished cleaning up the dining room—in reality, the gaming room—and finished off the snacks.  Gus helped.  He’s not supposed to clean plates but he’s a long-term test subject for biological spells.  They keep him healthy and we don’t mention it to Phoebe.  I’m sure she’s noticed, but she hasn’t said anything to me about it. 

    When she came in, Gus sat quietly, paying attention to my stacking of dishes in the soapy sink just as if he hadn’t already scrubbed them to a shine.  Smart dog. 

    “Pop?” 

    “What’s on your mind, Punkin?” 

    “Did you just fix Cameron?” 

    “Why do you ask?” 

    “He’s wearing a spell.  More than one, actually.” 

    “He’s not fixed.  The amulet was storage for readied spells.  Now they’re on him and the amulet is expended.  It’s about as magical as any other Aquarian gift-shop doodad.” 

    “He’s still got spells on him,” she insisted.  “Regeneration magic?” 

    “Yes, but they need to run for a while.  He should notice small changes by tomorrow.  He’ll definitely need physiotherapy for some time to come, too.  He’ll have to learn to use his own body again.  I’m sure he’ll still be in his wheelchair next week, but only because his legs are short on muscle mass and he’s out of practice.” 

    “Why did you fix him?” 

    “Because he’s a decent young man and we’re not hiding anymore.  Besides, he hates being confined to a wheelchair.  I asked.” 

    “It seems kind of cruel not to fix him sooner.” 

    “It seems kind of smart to not interfere with others’ business,” I countered, wiping dishes and racking them to dry.  “Oh, there’s some justice to your thought, I admit.  You’re not wrong, but neither am I.  Cruelty would be to let him know I could fix him and not do it.  If he never knows, I’m not increasing his suffering.” 

    “You don’t reduce it, either.” 

    “That’s a lesson for later.  Right now, we’re more worried about the fickle nature of mankind.” 

    “How so?” she asked, cocking her head. 

    “We suspended the rules.  You can do whatever you like, right?  Well, so can I.  I’m doing nice things.  Who could possibly take offense to a crippled boy getting back the use of his legs?” 

    “Nobody.” 

    “Are you sure?” I asked, smiling. 

    “Positive,” she stated.  Strangely, she didn’t sound as certain. 

    “We’ll see.” 

    “I guess we will.  By the way, can I go out with Linda and Harriet?” 

    “I’m sure you’re more than capable.” 

    “‘May I?’ she then asked her pedantic father.” 

    “It’s after eight.  I can feel the sunset starting.”  I dried my hands and headed for the stairs.  “Where, oh where could you be going?” 

    “Dave’s Malt Shop.” 

    “Really?  For the malts?” 

    “Mostly,” she admitted, blushing a trifle.  It’s harder to tell with Phoebe’s olive skin—characteristic of most Tautan natives I’ve met—and high doses of California sunshine.  It takes years to learn the subtle shades, but I have keen vision and I had the years.  She followed me as I went upstairs. 

    “I suspect there’s another reason,” I continued.  “Possibly one reason you’re so determined not to move.  What’s his name?” 

    “Paul,” she admitted. 

    We’ve always been pretty forthright and honest in this house.  It goes with all the telepathy.  Privacy is possible, but it takes work.  In my case, there was never any chance I would keep my true nature or dietary requirements a secret.  Likewise, Phoebe doesn’t keep secrets from me.  Not major ones.  But I respect her privacy and she tries to respect mine.  I’ve taught her how to keep secrets from psychics.  She’s even learned all the psychic judo I know for mental struggles.  She’s good, too.  We practice.  I’ve even learned a little in the process. 

    I don’t know why she hasn’t introduced me to Paul, though.  Maybe she’s afraid I won’t like him.  She might be worried about me “fixing” it if he turns out to be a problem.  She’s not fully up to speed on what I can do, but I’m certain she knows better than to kick the sleeping dragon. 

    She’s never been afraid of me.  She’s sometimes been afraid of what I might do, but never of me.  It’s a subtle distinction, but I’m pleased about it. 

      

    Hang on while I digress for a moment and talk about Fred. 

    Phoebe met Fred, which gave me no end of paradox worries.  I didn’t anticipate it, but maybe I should have. 

    I always upgrade the house, so she was a child living in a high-magic zone.  I infer the Monster Under the Bed saw the bright spot and came looking.  Phoebe was on the back half of four at the time, if I remember correctly.  She didn’t like the creaky old tree outside her window, so she was a prime candidate for a visit. 

    Fred tried to scare her and didn’t precisely succeed.  She wasn’t scared of him at all.  She was curious and kept trying to look under the bed to see him.  When he insisted he was a terrifying monster, she started to be scared, all right.  She was scared of was what was going to happen to him.  She told Fred about her Papa being a bigger monster.  One that would eat him. 

    A variation on this statement is what started the process of relocating our household at the time.  She said something very similar to her preschool teacher when the teacher yelled at her. 

    To be fair, she wasn’t wrong on either occasion. 

    Fred didn’t believe her any more than the teacher did.  Or, rather, didn’t believe her at first.  Fred figured it out more quickly.  He got a good taste of her fear and realized it wasn’t scared of.  She was scared for. 

    Then Mr. Stuffins crawled under the bed.  Fred did not enjoy the experience, but he did manage to throw Mr. Stuffins back out.  Fred is now a believer.  Mr. Stuffins will turn you into a believer or a corpse.  I only found out about the encounter because I found talons, fingers, and claws of various sorts on the floor.  I questioned Phoebe and she explained, asking me not to hurt the poor monster. 

    There’s something you don’t hear every day. 

    Now and then, Fred still drops in to see Phoebe, since she’ll chat with him without trying to peek under the bed.  I’ve kept out of it, aside from suggesting “Fred” as a name. 

      

    Anyway, where was I?  Oh, yes.  Paul. 

    Paul should probably be more worried about upsetting Phoebe than upsetting me.  I feel confident he won’t succeed at anything Phoebe doesn’t agree to.  I suppose he might try, but then he won’t be in any condition to try again.  Phoebe is as dangerous as I can make her, and I’ve been working on her for years.  More on that subject later. 

    “Do you think I’d like Paul?” I asked. 

    “Mostly.  I don’t know him as well as I want to.  I know I like him, but I’m still seeing how much I like him.” 

    “Fair enough.  You want to drive?” 

    “Yes, please.” 

    “Got your license?” 

    “In my handbag.” 

    “Cash?” 

    “About ten dollars.” 

    “That’s plenty.  Don’t fight Bronze if she takes the wheel.” 

    “I know, Pop!  She is the one who taught me to drive!”  She skipped off to change.  In minutes, she would be in a pleated skirt and ponytail. 

    She’s already as beautiful as her mother, if not more so.  If she has any features of her biological father, it’s hard to see it.  Black hair, eyes as bright as a new penny, athletic figure, perfect teeth—I made sure she wouldn’t need glasses or braces, because I’m a wizard and I’m her Dad. 

      

    Okay, now for my Mad Science confession regarding Phoebe. 

    I may have gone a little bit overboard.  If so, I accept responsibility.  Carve this on my tombstone:  “I regret nothing.”  That’s one hell of a lie, but go with it. 

    Let me begin by saying I did my due diligence and did it thoroughly.  For example, I thought to myself, “Teeth.  My teeth regenerate, but she didn’t inherit my teeth.  What does it take to tell someone’s body to grow and maintain good teeth?  Is it possible to do that?  Can I do that?” 

    Yes, I can.  I can use a regenerative healing spell to tell a person’s body to grow a new tooth. The drawback to this is the fact it’s a spell that has to keep running.  Turn it off and the tooth’s development stops.  The body still doesn’t understand what’s being asked of it, so it does only what the spell tells it to and only while the spell keeps telling it to. 

    Which got me to thinking about what happens when you use spells to alter an organism. Say, to increase muscle mass?  As long as it keeps overriding the body’s built-in response, things are dandy.  Once the spell wears off, the body takes over and gradually drifts back toward the default state.  The Big Three keep using their spells to maintain their muscle mass—or so I assume—and Tessera keeps practicing to keep her skills sharp. 

    What I wanted was to improve the human animal one time and make it stick, without an ongoing magical effect.  An upgrade, if you will, instead of an artificial, ongoing enhancement. 

    Ah!  I’ve got it!  If you spend all the effort at the gym (use a spell) to become stronger, slimmer, and healthier, you have to keep going to the gym (using the spell) to maintain it.  It’s not your natural, default condition.  What I wanted to do was permanently alter a parameter.  Go to the gym, get absolutely ripped, and then cast a spell saying, “This is normal.”  After that, sit back and couch potato it for the rest of your life.  Your body knows what sort of shape it’s supposed to be in, no further spells required. 

    Normally, for a wizard, this means cranking up a spell of directed will to fundamentally alter someone—“wish” them into whatever form they wanted.  Which is fine and dandy, if somewhat risky.  And, when it comes to magical experimentation on infants, “risky” is not an acceptable word. 

    What I came up with was a two-stage process.  I use spells to alter a body so it matches what I want.  Usually it’s one change at a time.  Strengthen the bones?  Increase muscle density?  Encourage higher-conductivity nerve pathways?  Enhance the durability of connective tissues?  Improve eyesight?  Whatever I do to a test subject, it’s one thing and one thing only at any given time. 

    Then, once the alteration spell has achieved its effect and I have the change established, I use another spell to tell the body “This is normal.”  The organism is altered to accept the new default.  No further magical interference is required. 

      

    Let me digress momentarily from my Mad Scientist digression into an Insane Wizard digression on spell design and engineering. 

    There are two main ways to develop a spell.  The way I usually develop a spell is to decide how to generate the effect I want.  I want light?  Okay.  I can use magic to produce electromagnetic radiation of the appropriate wavelengths, either by converting a handy source of energy or directly converting magical energy into light.  This results in my usual “engineered” spells. 

    The other method is to decide what effect I want and force it to happen without understanding how it works.  I don’t have to understand what it’s actually doing so much as I have to understand what parts of the spell are necessary.  Why I need 3cc’s of mouse blood and a really fresh egg is immaterial; the spell requires it.  This method generates what I call “messy bits” spells.  If I care to, I can pare this down, bit by bit, until I eliminate the mouse blood and the egg—replacing them with spell constructs to take their place—and eventually have a non-messy-bits spell.  This appears to be the main way Rethven magic-workers develop spells, but I’m guessing.  They, like most wizards, find it’s not worth the effort to eliminate the fresh egg; just go get an egg when you need one. 

    In theory I could use only one “wish real hard” spell to make all the changes I want to a living organism.  Also, in theory, I can turn a butterfly back into a caterpillar—or into a dragon.  In practice, however, the more you try to alter at once, the more there is to go wrong and the more power required and therefore the more disastrous any error at all will be.  Hence a lot of the myths and legends about getting three wishes and regretting every single one of them. 

    Note for the magically uninitiated:  If you must wish, wish for something small, simple, and easy. 

    Note for the magically initiated:  If you must wish, you knew what you were getting into, so this is your own damn fault and you deserve what’s coming to you. 

      

    So, back to altering organisms.  I can’t unzip DNA and have it slide past me like a long string, reading the AGCT code like characters in a sentence.  But I don’t have to.  That’s the point.  I artificially cause a change in the subject and then, for this one particular change, have a spell to say, “This is correct.  Remember it.”  Voila!  All of a sudden, Lamarckian inheritance works! 

    Well… not necessarily.  I know I’m changing what the body thinks is the correct blueprint, but I don’t know if it’s passed on to the offspring.  That’s a whole different kettle of prawns. 

    Naturally, I started with lab animals and did my best to make sure all my mistakes were made on them.  Let’s just say Star Trek transporter accidents have got nothing on me.  And I did, eventually, hunt down and kill even my escaped mistakes.  I’m responsible like that.  On the other hand, every time I messed with altering an organism, not only did I learn more about altering organisms, I refined my “wish real hard” spell.  Now I have a “Reset Biological Defaults” spell—and it works perfectly. 

    I’d say all the effort has been worth it.  Over the past decade or so, Phoebe has been the final recipient of rigorously-tested, multiply-proven enhancements.  She started with generations of professional warriors as a base, but I gave her all the advantages I could think of. 

    Isn’t that what parents are supposed to do? 

    No of these were outside human limits, of course.  Pushing close to the limits, perhaps, but she’s still a biological organism, not a supernatural entity.  I suppose I could have pushed harder, but the goal wasn’t to make The Ultimate Human.  It was to make sure she had every advantage for taking care of herself. 

    Besides, the closer we got to human limits, the less comfortable I got with trying to push further.  There comes a point when wanting your children to have advantages has to be weighed against the risks of forcing them beyond their capabilities.  Or, in this case, beyond human capabilities.  I was confident in turning the dials up to “10,” but adding an “11” is something very different. 

    Of course, there were plenty of things I didn’t bother with.  For example, her mother was stunningly beautiful and Phoebe isn’t far behind.  If anyone in a strange car is out offering free candy, she’s definitely the first person they approach—and likely the last, because she also takes after her adoptive father in many ways.  That’s natural, with no magical alteration. 

    On the other hand, her teeth are perfect.  I regard it as a health issue.  Eye color?  Hair color?  Nope.  I focused more on immune systems, lung capacity, cardiovascular fortitude, eyesight, and so on. 

    I really am proud of her.  Given she was the end result of a long line of surviving warriors on her mother’s side, I suspect she would have been exceptional without my help.  I did my best to offset her father’s side of the family, at least. 

    I did my best with Gus, too.  He’s been my unofficial final test for most of the spells.  If it’s worked on a hundred test subjects, I try it on him.  He’s had all the upgrades Phoebe has, so I get to see how the latest upgrade interacts with all the previous ones. 

    This has borne unexpected fruit.  See, I’ve also experimented a little on myself.  Is that Mad Science or Insane Wizard?  I guess it depends on how you look at it. 

    Phoebe is seventeen-ish.  I don’t look as though I can have a daughter her age.  I needed to fix that in a semi-permanent way—something besides an ongoing spell, if possible.  An illusion spell works fine for the short term.  For the longer term, I needed to fiddle with my actual physical form.   

    Cosmetically speaking, what did I want?  Well, a bit of grey at the temples would be a good start.  Maybe faint lines around the eyes and mouth.  How about the beginnings of a crepe-paper effect in my skin?  Mostly on the backs of my hands.  Little things to imply I’m closer to forty or fifty than immortal. 

    Telling my body what to do and how to do it led down a whole new rabbit-hole of what works and what doesn’t.  I’ve got a fair grip on most of the biological basics, but weirdness shows up at the interface between my mortal and immortal biology. 

    During the day, my hair grows.  I eat.  I excrete.  I breathe.  For all intents and purposes, I’m a living man.  At night, I regenerate from physical damage and apparently do so perfectly. 

    On the other hand, my memory doesn’t reset every night, and I can learn new motor skills, both of which involve physiological changes.  If I’m cut during the day, I heal a little bit before my sunset transformation puts me back together.  But how does the transformation work?  Does it re-optimize me, or does it merely encourage my body to fix whatever it’s trying to fix anyway?  Or are there other factors involved? 

    When I look at myself in the mirror—during the day—I see a skinny guy with longish hair hiding his pointed ears.  He needs a manicure.  He never grins, just smiles.  I can understand why I have predator teeth, but what’s with the ears?  And why am I a no-body-fat thin person?  I don’t have enough vanity to be concerned about my weight, but my ears are a practical matter.  They’re less pointed than the typical Vulcan’s or elf’s, but still obviously so, and thus require concealment. 

    I decided to try an experiment in cosmetic surgery.  Just on one ear.  The other ear would serve as a control. 

    The experiment ran like this.  If I trimmed and molded an ear into a more rounded shape, my nighttime transformation would simply put it back the way it was—pointed.  Until the sun went down, my body was trying to heal an injury.  Was there a relationship between my biological healing process and my nighttime regeneration process?  Suppose I trim an ear and use a healing spell, suitably ramped up, along with a regeneration spell like the one I used on Tort’s foot?  If I reshape an ear and have it perfectly intact—so completely intact my mortal biology isn’t trying to heal it—does my nighttime regeneration rearrange it? 

    My first results said yes, my regeneration still reboots my ears.  Damn it!  Having pointed ears is inconvenient, especially in a culture where men wear their hair short!  I’m not moving to the 1960’s just so I can wear my hair longer! 

    Then I had a brainwave.  What if I’m wrong about how thoroughly I’ve fixed my ears during the day?  True, I can get my ears to the correct shape, perfect in every way, and my body doesn’t have anything further to do. 

    Unless my body thinks I’m supposed to have pointed ears.  Has a chaos infection done something to my genes?  Mutated them, altered them, adapted them, whatever.  If I lived on a space station in close orbit of the Sun, where there would never be a night, would my biology still try to make me have sharp teeth, pointed ears, and dangerous fingernails? 

    So let’s do the ear again, heal it, fix it so it’s a perfectly good ear.  Now let’s use my spell for resetting my body’s idea of what it’s supposed to look like.  Let’s not get into the question of what internal organs I have, where they are, and what they do—this experiment is strictly involving external appearances.  We round off the external part of an ear and tell my body to accept the new state as the default state.  Does my regeneration still try to sharpen it? 

    The answer is no, my regeneration does not.  Not immediately, anyway.  There is a relationship between my normal healing process and my regeneration. 

    I successfully replicated the experiment on my other ear.  I now have ears matching Phoebe’s.  I used her ears as a pattern, enlarged by a few millimeters.  Now I look a little bit more human. 

    I don’t think there’s anything to be done about my teeth, though.  Even if there was, I’m not sure I should.  I do wonder why I’m equipped to bite huge chunks out of a person rather than just fang them in an artery.  I suspect it goes with my tongue.  I open up a huge hole, stick two feet of tongue into their circulatory system, and absorb it all.  It’s much faster than sucking it out, I’ll say that for it. 

    This led me to another question.  If I look as though I’m slightly short of a hundred and sixty pounds, what would it take to look more normal?  True, my muscle density is over three times that of a human, so looking normal would require a lot of weight.  For my frame, I would say I need to look at least thirty pounds heavier, and would look quite muscular at fifty pounds heavier.  However, the thirty-pound minimum would require almost a hundred pounds of actual weight.  Is it even possible to alter myself in this way? 

    As long as I was on an experimental binge, I got a scale—an industrial one—and fired up the latest versions of my grow-your-own-giant spells.  The hypothesis was I could run the spells all day, telling my body to grow more muscle, tendon, cartilage, even bone, if necessary!  Whatever additional mass I might gain during the hours of daylight should stay with me when the regeneration kicks in—provided I apply my “fixer” spell before sunset and save my progress, as with the ear experiment. 

    In a manner of speaking, it works.  A spell runs all day, telling my body to grow muscles.  Shortly before sunset starts, another spell locks the progress.  Over the course of the last several years, I’ve been averaging one-point-two-six grams per day.  That’s almost 460 grams a year, almost exactly a pound a year—not exactly the most effective muscle-building regimen in the history of exercise. 

    Of course, from a pure appearance standpoint, I look as though I’ve only gained about four pounds.  It’s hardly noticeable, but it’s an ongoing process.  I figure in another eighty years, I’ll look like a normal person instead of a skinny guy.  I’ll also weigh about six hundred pounds, but what’s another hundred pounds once you break a quarter-ton? 

    Maybe a more fundamental question is about me.  Why didn’t I do this sooner?  Because I’m as lazy as anyone else, that’s why.  How many people keep thinking, “I really ought to exercise,” and then don’t?  I went off on a martial-arts binge, once.  I got tired of not knowing what I was doing, had the time—for a change—and was looking for a distraction to fill a terrible, horse-shaped hole in my soul.  It was something to do and it successfully distracted me, several teachers, and a whole monastery.  As a bonus, I speak Mandarin and Japanese without a translation spell. 

    When it comes to exercise, I have no such motivation. I started the muscle experiment because I had highly-refined flesh-manipulation spells to test and questions about how chaos-infested vampire metabolism works.  With my curiosity satisfied, I’m continuing because it’s almost zero effort.  I could hasten the process with strenuous exercise—destroy various muscle groups first thing in the morning and ramp up a regeneration spell to hasten my body’s normal reaction—but it involves real effort.  So I won’t.  A pound a year is plenty when you’re immortal. 

    How many people would lose weight, gain muscle, and get fit if it involved a once-a-day pill?  Greetings, friend.  I’m with you. 

      

    Sorry.  Kind of went off on few tangents, there. 

    Phoebe came downstairs mere minutes later, paused to ruffle the sides of Gus’s head, kiss her dear old Dad on the cheek, and skip out front to the car.  Bronze opened the driver’s door and Phoebe thanked her.  Phoebe fastened her seat belt before doing anything else, which I appreciated.  It arms an inertia-canceling spell, but doesn’t activate it.  It takes a certain level of G-forces before it kicks on, but it beats the hell out of an airbag. 

    Come to think of it, has Bronze built—or grown—an airbag in her car?  I wouldn’t be surprised. 

    Hang on.  Has she started duplicating my inertia-canceling spell? 

    The moment I wondered, I felt her amusement.  Airbag, yes.  Inertia spell, no.  Not yet.  It’s fairly tricky and she hasn’t quite got the hang of violating the basic laws of motion, but she’s hasn’t given up.  Maybe we can find a space-warping starship so she can study the principles some more?  I told her I’d see what I could do. 

    As I went upstairs to my shower, I heard them rumble off down the driveway and vanish around the bend.  I still don’t know exactly how Bronze manages to cast spells.  I suspect it’s direct energy manipulation, rather than a combination of words and gestures.  It was a good line of thinking to distract me from Phoebe’s departure.  Even now, I sometimes get a little anxious when she goes out.  I spent the better part of two decades watching over her, trying to be a guardian angel instead of a guardian demon.  Proactive rather than reactive.  It’s much harder to protect than it is to punish, but I’m trying.

  


   
    Sunday, May 31st, 1959 

      

    Sundays are pretty much all the same in Shasta.  I used to spend all my time with Phoebe.  Every one of her waking moments, anyway.  She used to enjoy standing on my toes and holding my hands while I slowly walked, letting her pilot the Big Papa Mech amid giggles.  Jigsaw puzzles, pillow forts, Play-Doh, kiddie pool, balloons—although balloons, while nice, need to be free.  And we absolutely had to wave goodbye to them until they were out of sight. 

    I’m so glad I can twiddle the weather into giving a good breeze. 

    When she was closing in on three years old, she decided she wanted to dance with me.  I was doing my morning meditation, sort of Tai Chi with intent to kill.  So we started “dancing” every morning.  Eventually, we started practicing more direct methods of killing people. 

    She’s really good at the Murder-Fu, but I miss the Play-Doh. 

    Now she’s more grown up and much more independent, so she’s off on her own a lot.  We still have our morning rituals, though. 

    Every morning, there’s a Tai Chi Murder-Fu warmup.  We then spar for half an hour before moving on to less formal combat.  Phoebe prefers throwing things and shooting.  I’m more a hand-to-hand man, myself.  We go where our talents are.  I’ve gotten much better at throwing things at a target, though, by teaching Phoebe to throw and practicing with her.  I can throw a baseball hard enough to break the bat, kill the catcher, and send the umpire into the backstop, but when I started, getting it in the strike zone was a challenge.  Now I can hit the batter and be up on manslaughter charges only if I intend to. 

    If I throw a knife, it’s fifty-fifty it hits point-first.  Mary did try to teach me, and I’ve improved by teaching Phoebe.  It will never be my big thing, though, and I don’t intend it to be.  If I have to throw knives, something has gone seriously wrong. 

    Phoebe may not throw a knife through a human target, but she’s considerably more accurate than I am.  To be fair, her nervous system is much more easily manipulated by the improved, latest-generation versions of the spells I used on Tessera.  While her pitching arm doesn’t pack the same wallop as mine, if she heaves a brick at someone, he’s probably taking it in the head.  I hope she follows up with another brick before moving in for the kill—or, preferably, running.  I did try to teach her surviving a fight counts as a win, while avoiding them is the best way to win them.  I’m not sure it stuck.  I blame our comic book collection. 

    As far as our practice goes, it’s the same with guns.  I’m a much better shot than I used to be.  Phoebe, on the other hand, is a much better shot than I ever will be.  I understand guns and have no fear of using them, but I don’t have the talent for it.  Phoebe prefers either a small handgun or her .410 double-barrel.  I like my .45 automatic and my 12-gauge pump-action.  It’s mostly a matter of recoil.  Where I excel, though, is my long-barreled .50-caliber anti-materiel rifle.  Handguns are not my speed, but I’m better than I thought I could be with a rifle. 

    We don’t do sport hunting, but we go for hikes and Phoebe enjoys camping far more than I do.  Therefore, being armed is a good idea.  Mountain lions don’t like me.  It’s mutual.  I’m glad Phoebe turned out to be a dog person instead of a cat person. 

    We don’t usually have any trouble with other sorts of wildlife.  I know I can look at bear or a wolf in the eye and have… not a conversation, exactly, but we can come to an understanding about who the predator is.  I’m a supernatural creature, so this isn’t terribly surprising.  Phoebe can do something like it, although she says coming to an understanding isn’t what happens.  She senses what it wants, or intends, or something, and sends back negative signals if she needs to, persuading it to come up with another course of action.  It’s not complicated, given the level of thought in most animals.  The idea is the important thing. 

    It used to be on Sundays, after our daily practice of techniques for personal violence, we would take in a matinee and hit the malt shop for a snack.  She says she’s too old to go to the movies with her Pop, now, which makes me a little sad.  Instead, we usually go out for lunch at Caramel’s Diner.  Sometimes she catches a later show at the movie theater with friends.  Or friend, depending on the gender. 

    I still wonder if and when I get to meet this Paul guy. 

    We did go back to pet unicorns this year, not because I have any questions about her relationships, but because she wants to go.  Fundamentally, some questions are none of my business, provided she knows what’s she’s doing—and she does. 

    Starting when she was about nine, we began in-depth, medical-type anatomy lessons. I figured it was important to know what she was hitting and how hard to hit it.  I cranked up illusion spells, virtually dissected men, women, and children with her, and went over everything I’d learned, from how many bones are in the spine to how hard it is to get a heart out.  Some things you don’t learn from a textbook. 

    This also gave her a leg up on becoming a doctor, if her inclinations ran to medicine.  And, as long as we were studying the various vital organs, we studied the rest of the organs, including the reproductive ones. 

    Yes, I could have put it off, but I thought it best to start having these lessons before she grew old enough to be embarrassed.  Then again, she never had any sense of modesty, ever.  The little nudist wandered naked around the house as soon as she was out of diapers and once went outside to play in the bird-bath when she was five.  In her defense, we were living in southern Texas and it was blazingly hot.  Getting her to wear clothes was a challenge during summer, both for me and for the daycare. 

    Daycare?  Yes. 

    I pretended to have a real job and I put her in daycare for a couple of years.  Not because I needed time away—I got plenty of that over nights.  She needed to make friends and learn to be a more social animal.  If she’s going to be human, she has to get along with humans, and therefore needed to socialize with humans early on. 

    Thankfully, school was air-conditioned.  There were also enough people telling her to keep her dress on.  See what I mean by proper socialization?  It took a couple more years before she started to prefer wearing pretty things to simply going naked. 

    So she definitely knows all about human reproduction, from the basics of DNA to the larger questions of what goes where and how.  If she wants to ask anything more about sex, I’ll break out the appropriate diagrams and she knows it.  As to whether or not she’s started any field experiments, I think she’d tell me.  But, as of her seventeenth birthday, the unicorns say she hasn’t. 

    Have I gone over the situation with the unicorns?  No? 

    For her ninth birthday, she asked for a unicorn.  I suppose every little girl has, at some point, wanted a unicorn.  So, on her ninth birthday, for the first time, I took her down to the basement workshop and explained the gate on the wall. 

    “Do I get to work down here, Pop?” 

    “Yes, but only when I’m with you.  Some of these tools are very dangerous and you don’t know how to use them, yet.” 

    “Like the table saw in the barn?” 

    “Like the table saw,” I agreed.  I didn’t add how I was hoping to avoid an incident with marching brooms and the consequent flooding. 

    Finding a non-Rethvan unicorn—one of the pastel, friendly sort—was more difficult than I anticipated.  As far as I’ve been able to tell, they’re not native to Earth worlds.  I got most of my search hits in voidworlds, floating freely out there, and one in particular had a lot of them.  Given the distribution, it’s possible they originated there and occasionally moved between worlds, somehow.  I don’t know for certain, of course, but the distribution is suspicious.  Of course, they could like the one particular world and head for it, I suppose, but the other way around seems more likely. 

    So we went unicorn hunting.  Phoebe sat under a tree and waited while I watched for threats.  She knew I was serious because I wore my armor and carried Firebrand, so she sat completely still and was incredibly patient.  I moved off a bit to give her room, and sure enough, our patience was rewarded.  A delicate little creature, no taller than a pony, came prancing up to her.  It reminded me more of a deer than a horse, but the iridescent, shifting colors in its mane and tail would have told anyone it was magical.  The horn was less impressive than a rack of antlers, but I wouldn’t want to be on the wrong end of it. 

    It folded its legs and put its head on Phoebe’s lap.  She petted it and it closed its eyes.  From everything I could see, it was quite pleased with the attention.  So was Phoebe. 

    Eventually, I had to call a halt.  The sun was getting low.  I walked up, expecting the unicorn to bolt, but it didn’t.  It opened its eyes and watched me, clearly fearful, but it held still. 

    Oops, thought I.  I’m scaring the wildlife. 

    So I pulled off a gauntlet and gently stroked its nose, letting it get my scent. 

    “It’s all right,” I assured it, both with voice and mind.  “I’m not going to hurt you.  It’s just time for Phoebe to go.” 

    Phoebe didn’t want to go, of course, but we’ve had this sort of discussion before.  Pop says, Phoebe does, and that’s the end of it—usually.  She routinely talks back and goofs off and a variety of other behaviors, but when I say now she’s good about doing it now. 

    I’m not a great parent, no, and I probably tend to spoil her more than I should, but she does learn what I want her to learn.  I’m pretty sure Pavlovian conditioning is involved.  The name rings a bell. 

    Phoebe stopped petting the unicorn and I helped her to her feet.  The unicorn sprang up and disappeared into the woods.  It was fast.  Fast by my standards.  By my nighttime standards.  It bordered on teleportation. 

    “I still want one,” Phoebe decided.  I nodded at her skirt. 

    “Keep those,” I suggested.  “They’re yours, now.” 

    Phoebe now has several strands of unicorn mane under glass in her room.  She adds to it every year.  Maybe I’ll tell you about the asteroid collection another time. 

      

    Back to the subject of Sundays.  I like Caramel’s.  It’s clean, the food is good, and Diane—the blue-rinsed old lady who waits on us—is always cheerful.  It’s a nice place.  We always get the booth at the end on the right, and Diane is always right there to take our orders.  She says Phoebe reminds her of her granddaughter.  Phoebe likes her a lot and worries about a woman her age spending so much time on her feet.  I shrugged and put a rejuvenation spell on Diane the next week.  It’s subtle, long-term, and slow-acting, but she should be healthy and active for another ten years, at least.  It won’t make her younger, but it should stave off the worst effects of aging so she’s a healthy old lady. 

    Maybe I shouldn’t have done it.  At the time, we did go over the idea of breaking rules if you understand them.  I’m not sure Phoebe fully grasps the concept.  Did it give her the wrong idea about getting away with supernatural shenanigans?  It’s subtle, so it doesn’t attract notice.  Even if someone noticed how well Diane is doing, it’s merely unusual—unless you’re also a supernatural entity or can detect magic, in which case it doesn’t matter as much.  And even if someone accused her of having a drink from the Fountain of Youth, there’s nothing to tie it to us. 

    Is it normal for a parent to second-guess like this?  I hope so.  I’ve been doing it for years. 

    The one thing I do not like about Caramel’s is some of the other clientele.  Lately, Chuck Roberts and his three stooges have taken to hanging out at the counter.  They’re a bunch of James Dean wannabes, except they have a stripped-down former convertible for a hotrod, not a quartet of motorcycles.  Ervin, the cook and nominal bouncer, hasn’t yet had to tell them to get out, but he’s given them dirty looks and told them to keep it down a few times. 

    Today, Diane laid our plates on the table as this goon squad banged into the diner.  She hurried behind the counter.  Phoebe turned to look—I watch the diner over her shoulder.  She thinks I’m paranoid.  She may be right. 

    One of Chuck’s cronies saw her looking and grinned in what he probably thought was an attractive fashion.  Phoebe turned back to me and started in on her burger, slicing it into quarters before delicately taking a bite.  I dipped one of my fries in her milkshake before eating it.  She growled softly and retaliated in the same way.  We do this little dance every time. 

    The squad was only minor trouble.  They encouraged old deacon Foss to move down a couple of seats, but he didn’t mind sitting farther from them.  As far as the counter would permit, actually.  They dominated their little area of the counter and made life difficult for Diane for a bit, all trying to order at once and changing their minds.  I think they do it to be petty. 

    Even with food in front of them, they didn’t calm down.  The occasional French fry departed on an escape trajectory, launched at each other, prompting Ervin to growl at the boys.  The fries elected to fly only when absolutely necessary, but didn’t stop. 

    Diane spotted her moment and brought me a second plate.  She marvels at how I can eat like I do and still be a beanpole.  I ought to see a doctor, according to her.  I claim it’s my active lifestyle and a hollow leg.  I’m not telling her I need the protein for my muscle-building spells.  Or that I’m putting off a dinner trip. 

    A smiling stooge slid off his stool and slithered greasily down to our booth.  He leaned against the side of the booth, behind Phoebe, hooking one thumb in a pocket of his jeans and reaching behind her with his other arm. 

    “Hey, doll.  Isn’t he a little old for you?” 

    I held my tongue as I tried to gauge whether a hit somewhere sensitive would do, or if he would need a broken bone.  I also tried to keep my expression neutral with a faint overlay of polite interest. 

    “He’s my father,” Phoebe replied, not bothering to look at him. 

    “Neato.  I’ve got a nickel for the jukebox.  Come on, snake.  Let’s rattle.” 

    “Beat feet, nosebleed,” she suggested, coolly. 

    “Don’t be a shim, doll!  We can twist twice.” 

    “Go cross against the lights!” 

    “Your mouth says ‘No,’ but your eyes—” he began, as he reached for Phoebe’s hand.  He tried to pull her to her feet.  She resisted more strongly than he expected. 

    She shot me a look and I felt her thought.  It was an instant interchange between us, almost as quick as a flash of thought with Firebrand.  It was not words, so it was similar in some ways to an exchange with Bronze, but it was more defined, less emotional and more concrete.  It was concepts, ideas transferred directly.  It wasn’t Firebrand’s telepathy or Bronze’s empathy, but a momentary touching of minds.  If it had to be in words, it might have gone something like this. 

    Pop?  Do you want to handle this?  I’d like to, if it’s okay. 

    You go ahead.  The rules are suspended, remember? 

    Thanks, Pop! 

    Phoebe reversed his grip, pulling on his left wrist and turning it, drawing him down as though he were leaning in to kiss her.  His right hand, behind her and on the back of the booth, suddenly gripped the metal trim along the top, helping him keep his balance.  Her fork came up and all four tines pricked him in the soft place under his jaw. 

    “I will not dance with you,” she whispered in his ear.  “And if you try to touch me again, my Pop will do something awful to what’s left of you.” 

    His startled expression shifted to one of pain as Phoebe applied pressure to his twisted wrist and to the fork.  He shot a look my way.  I sat there, looking him in the eyes, smiling and nodding.  I flipped my fork around from “eat” to “stab.”  His eyes flicked to the movement. 

    Tentatively, he tried to lean back and away.  Phoebe let him go.  He decided to straighten his leather jacket and go back to his friends. 

    “Did I overdo it?” Phoebe asked, anxiously and quietly, fiddling with her fries.  We both switched our grips on the steel eating utensils. 

    I doubt Phoebe would have killed him.  She hasn’t killed many things, but I went out of my way to give her experiences and opportunities beyond the ones I had at her age.  As a result, between hunting, dissecting laboratory animals, and finding her a job on a farm last summer, she’s seen the blood, guts, and goo.  She finds it distasteful, but she doesn’t go all vapory at the sight of inside parts on the outside. 

    She still doesn’t like the idea of killing anything.  She’s a good girl and it saddens me to think she needs more killer instinct.  I’m a bad person, but does that mean she needs to be one, too?  I hope not. 

    “I think you did fine,” I assured her.  “He wasn’t going to take a simple negative.  At least this one is still capable of walking.” 

    “Are you going to bring that up again?” 

    “What?  You were twelve.  And didn’t I back you up when the principal wanted to expel you?” 

    “He harassed me,” Phoebe insisted. 

    “I agree.  I don’t think it was fair, either.  According to the school, they don’t punish the victim, which is a good policy, but their definition of a victim needs work.  Losing a fight doesn’t make one a victim, merely the loser.” 

    “William still is a loser,” she told me.  “At least, he was when we moved away.  He failed a grade.”  She ate a fry and put the fork down.  “Speaking of losers, what are they doing?” 

    “Having a huddle.  They’ll be done before we finish lunch.” 

    “Is it going to be bad?” 

    “I’ll try not to let it be, but it depends on them.” 

    “Thanks, Pop.” 

    Shortly thereafter, the four sauntered our way, trying for the cool, cowboy gait of someone stepping into the street for a gunfight.  They did not succeed.  They were all in the seventeen to nineteen age range, but all I saw were children dressed up like the Fonz and unable to carry the role.  To be fair, Henry Winkler is more than just a tough act to follow.  He’s a cultural icon and arguably a national treasure. 

    “Hey, Pops,” began Charles, the leader of the quartet.  I restrained myself.  Phoebe calls me “Pop” and means it as a term of affection.  This punk called me “Pops,” which has a very different tone and meaning. 

    “Yes, Charles?” 

    “You know me?” 

    “I know your father.  I bought a car from him.  What are you doing in that ridiculous jacket?  It’s summer and it’s hot.  Go home and change.” 

    “You don’t tell me what to do, Pops.” 

    “I just did.  I acknowledge you’re not obligated to obey.” 

    “Damn right,” he stated, and the Greek chorus behind him confirmed it, nodding. 

    I took another bite of my latest burger and let him carry the conversation.  It helped to imagine the burger was his throat. 

    “What’s this about you threatening Zippo?” he demanded.  I chewed thoughtfully and swallowed. 

    “If he tries to touch my daughter again, I will punish him,” I stated, flatly, calmly.  “I’ve killed men with my bare hands, so I know I can.” 

    I took another bite after I answered, never bothering to look at him, as though he was beneath my notice.  Chuck didn’t have an immediate response.  This world also had a Second World War, and recently enough a man my apparent age might actually have done what I claimed.  Finally, he fell back on bravado. 

    “You mess with him, you mess with all of us, Dad.” 

    “Duly noted.” 

    His eyes narrowed.  I picked up a napkin and wiped my fingers. 

    “Well?” he asked. 

    “Well, what?” 

    He reached out and prodded Phoebe on the shoulder.  She bit her lips and said nothing, watching my face. 

    “I touched her.” 

    “Very well.  Would you care to step outside?” I asked.  His face split in a huge grin. 

    “Let’s rumble, Pops.” 

    I wiped my mouth before I rose.  I followed them down the aisle between the booths and the counter, closed the door behind them, and twisted the deadbolt to lock it. 

    “Diane, would you be so kind as to call Sheriff Peterson?  These four hoodlums threatened me and laid hands on my daughter.  They may be about to commit violence and damage the property.” 

    Diane disappeared into the back.  I returned to the booth to finish my burger, ignoring the banging and rattling at the door.  Ervin came out and flipped the sign around to “Closed.”  Other patrons smiled or snorted laughter. 

    “You are dead, old man!” came dimly through the door.  “Dead!  When you come out, I’m gonna cut you like cheese!”  I perked up and came back to the door. 

    “I’m sorry,” I called through the door.  It was a solid door with a thin, vertical window running alongside the vertical push-pull bar at the edge.  I cupped a hand behind one non-pointy ear to emphasize my words.  “I didn’t quite hear you.” 

    “You’re a dead man!” he shrieked, kicking the door. 

    “Did you just say you plan to kill me?” 

    “Yes!” 

    “Yes?  Sorry?  ‘Yes,’ what?” 

    “I’m going to kill you, old man!” he shrieked, shaking the door handle with both hands.  “I’m going to cut your heart out!” 

    I doubted he knew how.  It’s not as easy as you’d think.  Still, he was very sincere.  I ignored his ravings from then on and went back to my lunch. 

    They didn’t break the door’s narrow window.  It was only glass, not the wire-reinforced glass.  Chuck was all for smashing it to get to the lock.  He even moved away from the door to get a rock, but his stooges were a little less enthusiastic about property damage in front of witnesses.  Either they were smarter than Chuck or simply not as enraged.  It did seem a bit much, even for a would-be tough guy, humiliated or not.  I started to wonder if he needed medication.  Or, if push came to shove, a lobotomy.  A lobotomy is a surprisingly simple procedure, as he might discover if he persisted in volunteering. 

    A deputy pulled up in a car a few minutes later.  He had a long talk with them in the parking lot.  Diane unlocked the door so customers could resume movement.  The deputy eventually sent Chuck and company on their way.  He then discussed what happened with Diane, Ervin, and the remaining witnesses. 

    Phoebe finished lunch.  I signaled Diane over for more food and invited the deputy to join us.  Phoebe switched sides to sit next to me and the deputy slid in opposite us.  Over a burger and malts—coffee for the deputy—I explained what I did. 

    “I’m not sure if they’ve actually committed a crime, as such,” I finished, “but they were menacing my daughter and myself.  Chuck threatened to murder me.  When I asked if he meant it, he confirmed it.  Death threats, Deputy.” 

    “But you admit you threatened them?” 

    “I cautioned them regarding their inappropriate attentions toward my daughter.  I feel confident any judge I appear before will understand completely.” 

    “Can’t say you’re wrong,” he agreed.  “You worried about these punks?” 

    “No, sir, but they should be.” 

    “How so?” he inquired, looking puzzled. 

    “Did you fight in the war?” 

    “Yes, Mr. Kent. I did.  Marched through most of Europe.” 

    “Do you know what it’s like to kill a man?” 

    “I’m sad to say I do.” 

    “So do I.  I was good at it.  Very good at it.” 

    “I heard a rumor.” 

    “There’s a grain of truth in it,” I told him softly.  “It’s not… something I want to talk about.”  I dropped my voice a little more.  “I was one of the best, but it’s behind me and I want it to stay there.  These punks are pushing me in ways I don’t need to be pushed and they have no inkling of how close they’re standing to sudden death.” 

    “Can’t say I understand completely,” he replied, quietly. “I was just infantry.  Shoulder a rifle and march, sometimes lay down and shoot.  But I think I get the idea.” 

    “Yes.  Yes, well… At any rate, I won’t be a doormat to be walked over.  They’ve warned me of their intentions and I will defend my daughter, myself, and my property with all necessary force.  I hope I don’t… I hope I can stop at ‘necessary,’ if you know what I mean.” 

    “Can’t fault you for that, I guess, but it’ll be a matter for the judge to decide,” he cautioned. 

    “I understand.  That’s why I’m telling you in advance, so you can tell the judge, if it comes to cases.  I’ll try to have the law handle things wherever possible, but if they force the issue… well, they’re old enough to go to war.  They’re old enough to make their own decisions.  And to pay for them.” 

    “Can’t say I like it,” he mused.  “They’re punks.  I don’t think they’ll go too far.” 

    “I don’t think Charles is smart enough to know when to quit,” I countered, “and if he goes too far, I might.  In the meantime, do you want to talk to their parents?  Or should I fill out a complaint against each of them?” 

    “I’ll make a note and see if the Sheriff wants to give their folks a call,” he decided.  “Thanks for the lunch.” 

    “Anytime, Deputy.” 

    On the way home, Phoebe complimented me on my restraint.  So did Bronze.  No doubt Firebrand would be disappointed, but Firebrand’s idea of a logical argument is evisceration.  It may not always be a valid argument, but it’s damn difficult to refute. 

    Our current property is out on a country road, well outside the city limits.  It’s a little farther out than I wanted, but you take what you can get in real estate. 

    The house has a yard around it and a split-rail fence separating the yard area from woods or fields, depending on direction.  What can I say?  I like having the space.  The dirt and gravel driveway runs a quarter-mile from the road, and there’s a wooden, swinging gate—mostly ornamental—between the driveway and the paved circle drive.  As we approached, we saw the smashed gate.  We also saw the mess. 

    Someone drove all over the lawn, tearing it up in doughnuts, spin-outs, and panic stops.  Someone used a vehicle like a slashing tool to cut deep wounds through the greenery.  It looked as though a child scribbled black crayon over a picture of the place.  The house was untouched, but the yard was ruined. 

    “What were you saying about my restraint?” I asked. 

    “How are my flowerbeds?” Phoebe demanded.  She put a lot of work into her flowerbeds.  She has no desire to grow a vegetable garden, but the flowers are another matter.  I wear a spell to keep my nighttime presence from withering them.  The spell was mainly there to keep me from involuntarily leeching vitality out of her when she was younger, but it protected the flowers and the lawn, too. 

    “They’re raised and bordered in brick.  They look okay.  Probably didn’t want to risk a tire.” 

    “I’m proud of your restraint,” she decided, “but I’m willing to overlook lapses.” 

    “I’m glad I sank the det cord deep enough.” 

    “The what?” 

    “I’ll explain later.  Do you want to help me with the landscaping spells?” 

    “I’d rather see if I can trace who did it.” 

    “Oh?  How do you plan to do that?  I doubt they left anything of their own behind.” 

    “Yeah, but I have a suspect.  If I use a scrying spell to check on Chuck, I can test his tires for resonance with a handful of dirt from a tire rut.” 

    “Not a bad idea.  No good if you don’t have a suspect, but a good way to confirm or eliminate one, assuming you can manage a sensitive enough spell.  Think you can do it?” 

    For answer, she grabbed a fistful of dirt and headed for her room.  I went into the living room. 

    “Firebrand?” 

    Still here, Boss.  I knelt down to look through the glass fronting and turn the gas log up a trifle.  Firebrand is hard to spot.  Most of it is up the chimney, but the point hangs down in the back, letting flames play in front of it and up the length of the blade. 

    “Hear anything while we were out?” 

    Yep.  Chuck, Zippo, Mark, and Reggie decided to take a spin around the yard.  Chuck has anger issues and wished you were standing in the yard so he could knock you down and run you over a few times. 

    “Thought so.  Thanks.  Anything else?” 

    I told Gus not to chase the car.  At best he’d drive them off and at worst he’d catch it. 

    “Catch it?” 

    Jump into it, I mean.  It hasn’t got a top part.  It’s open, like a chariot. 

    “That could be entertaining, but I’m glad he didn’t.  I’ll have a think at him later, for when the idiots come back.” 

    You mean if, don’t you? 

    “Oh, I’m confident they’ll be back.” 

    Let me know if I can set them on fire, Firebrand decided. 

    “Would you settle for the car?” 

      

    The greatest force multiplier I know is time.  I can set things in motion and leave them for years, centuries even, and come back to find great works accomplished.  To get anything done in a hurry, it generally takes a lot of preparation—another form of taking time. 

    This is a lesson from physics that applies to life.  It’s called power.  Power is the rate at which work gets done.  Power and energy are not the same thing!  Energy is a quantity.  Power is how much energy you use and how fast. 

    Think of it this way.  Energy is water.  Power is how fast I can supply the water.  If I want to cast a spell that takes a whole swimming pool of energy, I need to have the whole swimming pool available or the spell doesn’t work.  But I can fill the swimming pool with a firehose if I’m in a hurry—and have to hang on for dear life as the hose tries to rocket around.  Or I can run a garden hose into the pool and leave it running, coming back only when the pool is filled. 

    Ongoing spells are much the same.  If I don’t care how quickly I raise up or wear down a mountain, any spell will do.  If I have to do it quickly, I can put energy into storage, saving it up, and turn it all loose when I have enough.  Of course, I need a spell strong enough to survive the energy surge, but the principle is valid. 

    The local magical environment in Shasta was typical of Earth—minimal.  I could cast a spell to run on such a low level of power, but the lawn repair might take all night.  The advantage was I could set the spell in motion and leave it alone.  Or I could use a spell with a substantial power investment—using some of my stored power in crystals, or from the basement generator, or some other source—and the lawn would be perfect in minutes.  Either way, the end result would be the same.  Earth and grass would completely even out, flowing together much more quickly than stone. 

    I have a local kid, Rodney, do lawn maintenance every Saturday morning.  Even my slowest spell would have it ready for him by then.  I decided I wasn’t in a hurry, but taking a week was a bit much.  An overnight job would be sufficient.  In the dark, no one would see it, and I’d have the lawn looking pristine by sunrise, in case the perpetrators chose to come out and admire their handiwork.  Let them be confused and frustrated.  Let them assume I hired a whole crew of men to lay fresh sod.  Let them assume they were going crazy.  The rules were suspended. 

    Clearly, however, I would need to deal with Chucklehead.  My first thought—because I’m me—was of a pit trap inside the front gate.  It would be tricky.  It would have to safely allow traffic to pass until it was armed, have to have a simple, easy arming mechanism, and be indistinguishable from the short section of dirt between the gate and the paved circle drive. 

    Fortunately, I know how to find things.  While the lawn pulled itself together, I did some salvaging, did some digging, and did some rigging.  The barn is full of tools collected over the past couple of years, all presently shoved aside to make room for the escape shifter.  I rearranged a lot of equipment, swiped materials through a snatch gate, milled and hammered and drilled, and tested my new trapdoor mechanism. 

    I also used a repair spell and my jigsaw-puzzle skills on the smashed wooden gate.  Yes, I wanted to tempt him to come crashing through it again. 

    I’m a bad person.  I admit it.  At least I didn’t install a land mine.  Well, not for him.  I made a note to install a couple of remotely-armed mines, buried along the dirt road portion of the driveway, between the gate and the paved road.  You never know. 

    I’m getting ahead of myself.  All that was later, in the evening and overnight. 

    During the afternoon, I finished setting up my lawn-leveling spell and started planning my trapdoor when Phoebe came down.  She confirmed a resonance between the dirt from a tire-furrow and a rear tire of Chuck’s jalopy. 

    “Is the resonance from contact?” I pressed.  “Could it be a resonance from the same type of tires?  The same kind of rubber goes into a lot of tires.  Or was it those specific tires?” 

    “I hadn’t thought of that,” she admitted.  “I’ll double-check, or try to.  I’m looking at it through a spell on a mirror.  I can get a pretty close match, but not a perfect one.  Hey!  Instead of resonance testing, couldn’t I do an attraction test?  See if the dirt will cling to something it’s been on before?  Or, no… I’ll have to go there.  I can’t do that through a mirror.” 

    “Is your mirror still running?” 

    “No, sir, but I can fire it up again.” 

    “You’ve got a good idea with the attraction test.  I’ll help.” 

    We went upstairs to her workroom and she uncovered the standing mirror.  A moment later, we were looking at one of Chuck’s rear wheels, parked at a drive-in restaurant.  Our perspective was from inside the wheel well, hidden by a fender. 

    Phoebe doesn’t use much in the way of cosmetics—my insistence and her genetics combined to assure that—but she has a folding mirror.  I used it as a gateway while she watched.  She hasn’t yet started on the nuts and bolts of gate spells. 

    With the brute-force gate open inside the wheel arch, she had a direct path to the tire.  She chanted and waved her hand over the dirt, commanding it to return to something that disturbed it.  Some of it clung to her hand, of course, but the rest blew through the gate like a film in reverse, sticking to the tire, filling in the treads.  I closed the gate and she dismissed her spell, dusting her hands together. 

    “Excellent,” I noted.  “I think I’ll have a word with him.” 

    “Can I come?” 

    “No.” 

    “Why not?” 

    “Because I plan to do it after sunset.” 

    “It’s summer.  It’s not like I have school tomorrow.” 

    “True, but I’m also thinking of doing more house-hunting.  The one I already set up has a half-life if I don’t maintain the cover story.  I’ll see what I can do to keep it viable, but it’s good to have a spare.” 

    “You still think we’re moving?” she asked. 

    “Yes, but not immediately.  You’ll wait until we have to abandon everything as we flee.” 

    “What if I decide to leave sooner?” 

    I pretended surprise. 

    “What?  And admit people might not be totally understanding and completely accepting of individuals with powers not found in the common man?” 

    “Maybe.  If we can move gradually, we can take all our stuff,” she pointed out. 

    “We’ll leave when you’re ready, then.” 

    “Thanks, Pop.” 

    “And I want the Blanket of Doom,” I added. 

    Phoebe pulled my cloak—her baby blanket, quilt, and favorite garment—from her bed.  It gradually shifted shape into a sport coat for me.  During the day it takes a few minutes. 

    “I’ll finish rigging the driveway overnight.  We’ll do world-shopping tomorrow.” 

    “‘We’?” she repeated.  “You mean I get to have a say?” 

    “I’ll listen to your opinions.  I’ll also make the final decision.” 

    “Hooray!” 

    “Remember, I’ll want your opinions on why a world is a good world for us or not, not simply whether you like the place.” 

    “Is this going to be another case of ‘If you’re wrong, we’ll do it anyway so you see why’?” 

    “Depends on how wrong you are.  If you are.” 

      

    Later that night, Chuck and his stooges parked by the lake, drank beer, and bragged to each other about how they showed Old Man Kent who was boss.  They debated what to do next to “get even,” interspersed with discussion about the more salacious qualities of Phoebe and other girls.  Chuck focused on his vengeance.  The other three focused on girls.  Chuck might have a hormone problem. 

    They didn’t hear me come up on them.  This is hardly a surprise, considering how much practice I’ve had.  (Thank you, Mary!)  Although, if I’m honest, between their own chatter and the car radio, a wild hog could have surprised them. 

    I took a moment, shifted into hyperdrive to knock heads together, and slowed down again once their brains were rattled.  At less-ludicrous speeds, I dragged them to one side and worked a little magic to avoid any permanent effects from the head-knocking.  I also stripped them, cut their jeans into long ribbons, and tied them up with their own clothes.  Denim is surprisingly good for that, but it was mostly for the humiliation value. 

    I kept siphoning off little traces of vitality from the other three, leaving Chuck to recover first.  He blinked awake and struggled to sit up. I stepped over to him and flicked open his switchblade.  His eyes almost made the same clicking noise as they snapped to it.  I smiled down and put my boot on his chest to lay him flat, pinning him to the ground. 

    “Now you listen to me, punk.  You picked a fight with me twice and lived.  I ought to cut something off you and feed it to your friends, but they aren’t awake yet.” 

    His response was sheer bravado.  He struggled and twisted, trying to get free, accusing me of any number of things I wouldn’t have thought he’d heard of without an Internet.  His spirit blazed with rage and humiliation to a degree I’ve seldom seen.  I leaned a little and his breathing became labored.  He stopped struggling and I let up a little. 

    “You haven’t yet grasped your situation, boy.  You don’t realize your danger.  You’ve never killed a man.  I have. 

    “There’s an unnamed little island in the Pacific,” I told him, drawing on my fake personal history in this world.  “A company of enemy soldiers held it for a while.  Then I showed up.  You know what happened to them?  Neither does anyone else.” 

    I crouched and replaced my boot with a knee.  I laid the point of his knife in one of his nostrils and whispered. 

    “I can add four more bodies to my kill count, go home, and sleep soundly.”  I pushed the knife, a thin-bladed little thing, far enough up his nose so the point started a slight nosebleed.  “I’ll put your corpses in your car and roll it off a mountainside.  The burned remains will be chalked up to a drunken fool’s accident.  They won’t even have ashes to put under a cheap marker with a name and a pair of dates on it. Your momma will have to cry over a scorched hubcap instead of a grave.  Do you understand what you’re getting yourself into, boy?” 

    His response was somewhat repetitive, but his voice was considerably more shaky.  From the glimmers of his spirit, he was about to regret I left him his boxer shorts, but he wasn’t backing down.  I’ve never seen anyone so darn determined to be angry.  It looked to my night vision like a mild insanity at odds with his self-preservation. 

    I stood up and kept one foot on his chest.  I started flipping his knife in my hand, absently, about four feet above his face.  His fear and anger fought with each other like two different colors of clothes in a tumble dryer. 

    “Look,” I sighed, “I get it.  You want to look like a man.  You want to be taken seriously.  You want to be the Studly McDickerson of your little band of children.  What you are is an embarrassment.  There were men your age who went off to fight evil in foreign lands.  You?  You’re struggling to be a man at all. 

    “And maybe that’s not your fault,” I went on.  “Maybe we made it too easy for you punks.  You never had to grow up.  Well, listen up, kiddo: playtime is over.  You’re going to have to grow up fast, and grow up right, because from now on any mistake you make with me may be your last.” 

    “To hell with you, old man!” he snarled.  “All you old farts lay that guilt trip on me!  ‘We saved the world’ and shit!  I don’t give a good goddam.  Maybe you were hot stuff then, but it’s not your turn anymore—” 

    I hauled him upright by his slicked-back hair and put the blade in his mouth.  I didn’t stab him, just grabbed his hair and put the point between his flapping lips.  Most people don’t want to talk around a mouthful of sharp steel and Chuck was no exception. 

    “You have no idea how patient I’m being with you,” I told him.  He glared at me with that intense mix of hatred and fear.  I wondered what I’d done to earn such hatred.  Did it start with something specific, or did it just blossom like a mushroom cloud after the diner? 

    “Kid, hormone-fueled dominance games are of no interest to me.  You will find them expensive.  Continue as you are and it will cost me my temper, but it will cost you everything.  Not that I expect you to understand—or if you do understand, believe—but I’m ethically obligated to give you a warning.  I think you’re an incompetent boob who shouldn’t be allowed out of the house, much less drive a car.  You can’t even carve up a lawn properly.” 

    He grunted and I removed the knife.  I let go of his greasy hair, as well, so he was forced to balance, still bound at the wrists and ankles, or fall at my feet. With a little luck, he would try to ruin the yard again.  I didn’t want to waste a perfectly good pit trap. 

    Who am I kidding?  He was going to burn the yard and salt the earth, if he could. 

    “Fuck you!  We trashed your yard like a six-day fish!” 

    “With that?” I asked, nodding toward his hotrod.  “It’s the Charles of cars.  It’s the Chuck-wagon.  It wants to look tough, but it’s a child’s toy, and you’re the child.” 

    “Race you for blues,” he snapped.  I raised an eyebrow inquisitively.  “Blues,” he repeated.  “Titles.  Title to your mush-mobile, Pops!” 

    I bit my lips—ouch—to keep myself from laughing in his face.  He was helpless to take a literal swing at me, so he dredged up the most intimidating challenge his tiny mental universe could encompass.  A race.  In his mind, it was the most macho thing he could do.  His car was his symbol of manhood, freedom, and the illusion of independence.  He couldn’t grasp how inconsequential it was in the greater scheme of things. 

    Then again, I may be inconsequential in the greater scheme of things.  At least my perspective is broad enough to acknowledge the possibility. 

    To be fair, he was also probably distracted by the breeze through his shorts.  But I didn’t want to race him.  I’d wind up owning his car.  I wanted him to be hoist by his own stupidity. 

    “Kid, your heap couldn’t outrun my car if I was in reverse.” 

    Distantly, I felt Bronze agree.  She also felt inclined to prove it.  She was more than willing to have a race.  After all, he proposed one, she pointed out.  And he wouldn’t be able to race later… and we could give the car back, couldn’t we? 

    “You talk big for a geezer with a family car,” Chuck sneered.  “Didn’t have your oatmeal?  Not up to it, old man?” 

    “Gutsy talk for a man with no pants, nosebleed,” I countered.  Bronze did the psychic equivalent of pawing at the ground.  I sighed inwardly.  She really doesn’t get to run as much as she’d like. 

    “All right,” I sighed, aloud, giving in to Bronze.  “I’ll take your car away just to keep you from busting my gate with it.  Where and when?” 

    “You know where Seven Lakes Road makes a corner near Homestead Lane?” 

    Bronze knew it. 

    “I can find it.” 

    “It’s a straight mile and a half to where it curves by the old Dalton place.  Noon tomorrow.” 

    Bronze was all for it.  She hasn’t had a chance to have a flat-out race since Leisel invented skydiving. 

    With an endorsement like that, what was I to do? 

    “I’ll see you at noon,” I told him, “assuming you get loose before then.” 

    I kept the switchblade.  Let him work himself free the hard way.

  


   
    Monday, June 1st, 1959 

      

    Phoebe insisted on coming along.  I let her, partly because it would embarrass Chuck all the more to lose with a girl present.  Mostly, it was to let her observe more primate behavior.  I’ve always gone out of my way to make sure she had a broad range of life experiences.  We’ve been to space stations and on sailboats, the rainforest and Siton Undae.  Personally, I’m glad she doesn’t much care for boats. 

    A race, in this particular culture, had a part for her to play.  Chuck and I would start at the east end of the stretch.  A mile and a half away, Phoebe and Mark would wait.  The goal was to get there, pick up our respective passenger, and make it back again.  First one to do so won title to the other’s car—the blue slip.  Hence the “race for blues.”  Where I come from, it was a “race for pinks,” as in the pink slip, but there are always minor differences even in ostensibly identical timelines. 

    As an aside, the world I branched this one off from was pretty much the same up until the Second World War ended.  Japan surrendered after the regulation two bombs.  Hitler and Germany were still in the war, though, and refused to believe the reports.  After some saber-rattling and demands for surrender, the United States dropped one nuclear device on German soil.  Next day, Hitler committed suicide and the German High Command called it quits.  At least, the official history says it happened in that order.  Unofficial sources imply the High Command “assisted” with the suicide. 

    What pleased me most was the relative peacefulness thereafter.  There was no sign of a Korean conflict, which recommended the place to me.  Any world with nuclear armaments and a lack of early-warning systems is not to my taste.  I’ve had enough nukes, thank you. 

    Anyway, the race.  In the negotiations, a ride home for the defeated team was not mentioned.  Either they were incredibly confident in their hotrod versus the family sedan or they simply weren’t thinking ahead.  To be fair, they were probably justified in their confidence.  The hotrod was originally a Model A Ford, but it was extensively stripped down and souped up, so it probably could outrun most of the cars on the road.  How were they to know?  Maybe if Bronze handed them a crushing defeat, they would wonder about what else they didn’t know. 

    On the other hand, hormone-fueled teenage boys are not known for their thinking.  While it was possible his pals might give up, Chuck was being a prick.  He would be even more determined to win something.  But Bronze loves to run, and I still had my taloned fingers crossed that he would come crashing through the gate again. 

    I drove Phoebe and Mark to the far end, where the road curved, so Bronze could look it over.  She had driven this stretch of road before, but it’s good to get a feel for the ground.  It was mostly a dead straight with a few dips and rises.  With her ability to grab the ground, the gentle ups and downs wouldn’t be a factor.  Mark climbed out the back without a word, but Phoebe paused. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yes?” 

    “Could I drive?” 

    “I’m sure you could, but Bronze is the one doing the driving.  The race is for her, after all.” 

    “Then, may I sit in the driver seat?  I’ve never drag raced before, and I’d like to try it.  And if you’re trying to make a point, won’t it be made better if it looks like I’m the one beating him in a race?” 

    “Bronze?” I asked.  She rumbled an affirmative.  I shrugged and got out.  Phoebe slid across and belted in.  Phoebe handled a three-point turn very well and headed back to the start line.  Mark eyeballed me from across the road.  He didn’t hear the conversation so he didn’t know what to make of it.  I grinned at him and buttoned my suit coat to keep it from flapping in the breeze. 

    A mile and a half away, Reggie stood between the cars as they edged up to the starting line.  Bronze parked and shut down, the showoff, while Chuck revved his engine.  Reggie counted down from three and waved a handkerchief.  Chuck floored it, spinning the back tires in a cloud of white smoke and peeling off the line, back end skidding slightly from side to side. 

    It’s a rookie mistake.  You don’t want the tires to spin.  You want them to grip so the car accelerates. 

    Case in point, Bronze’s engine roared to life.  She doesn’t always use all the cylinders; it’s important to not wake the whole county.  There was nothing subtle about this occasion. 

    Her current car started life as a 1949 Hudson Commodore.  What can I say?  She likes big cars and this is certainly an era for them.  Over the past couple of years she’s evolved it into something more suited to her taste.  The original design team would probably faint en masse. 

    The most obvious change is the rear fins.  Bronze likes the styling, but they actually have little rudder-like things.  I’m not sure if they’re there because she can be whimsical or if she has an actual use for them at high speed.  I’m a little afraid to ask. 

    Less obvious and more drastic is the change in the engine.  A many-cylindered, multi-banked radial engine somehow fits under her hood.  It’s air-cooled, so a supercharger whine kicked on as her front fans sucked air through the grille, both to feed combustion and to force air over the cooling vanes.  Her engine has a distinctive sound, a staccato, close-up thunder at low revs, shading over into a smooth roar as though the thunder rumbles into the distance—only, with her mufflers bypassed, much louder. 

    Faint lines of crawling, blue-green lightning, almost invisible in the bright sunshine, slithered from the rims and over the rubber, flowing out and around the wheels.  Phoebe and Bronze leaped forward without so much as a squeak where the rubber met the road. 

    Phoebe wore a look of ferocious concentration as she white-knuckled the wheel.  Bronze was letting her drive.  I swallowed my heart and watched as pale flames burped from underneath as Bronze vented engine fumes more efficiently.  The car weaved a trifle down the straight as Phoebe tried to stay centered in her lane at high speed and under high acceleration.  There was no chance they would skid, but Chuck had an initial lead and might be the sort to block. 

    Nope.  He was too focused on what was ahead of him.  I had the distinct impression he wanted to run me down, only there were too many witnesses. 

    An instant later, the look on Chuck’s face was a study as Phoebe shot past him, still accelerating, as though he was standing still.  I don’t know what Bronze’s top speed is in that chassis, but it’s nothing the locals have seen below ten thousand feet.  The flames spraying out both sides of the car were beside Chuck and gone so fast they didn’t even warm his tires. 

    At my end of the strip, Phoebe stood on the brakes and Bronze moderated her girlish enthusiasm.  They came to a smooth if somewhat sudden stop while Phoebe let out a loud whee! of delight. Half a mile behind, Chuck’s apocalyptic, apoplectic glare blazed from behind his wide-open throttle.  Bronze opened her passenger door.  I calmly sat down, fastened my seat belt, and gently shut the door.  I also braced my feet as far forward as I could, feeling Bronze’s intent.  Phoebe braced her own feet and put both hands firmly on the steering wheel to brace herself.  Bronze would drive the second leg of the race, back to the start line. 

    And we waited. 

    “You’re being a showoff again,” I told her.  Bronze agreed and continued to wait, engine burbling like the Jabberwock and sucking air like a jet.  When Chuck pulled up, Mark didn’t have to open a door.  The hotrod was stripped down, with the engine exposed.  Most importantly, it used to have a convertible top.  Either it was too expensive to repair or was abandoned, frame and all, to save weight.  Mark threw himself over the sidewall and into the back seat before the car came to a complete stop. Chuck half-spun his car around and Bronze still didn’t move. 

    Once Chuck was faced in the correct direction, tires spinning and skidding as he wrestled gleefully with the wheel, Bronze went into reverse.  She has four-wheel drive as well as four-wheel steering, so going backward is mostly a matter of which end is in front.  Phoebe got to drag race for the first time, so mission accomplished.  Backward is more difficult, so Bronze did the driving. 

    I waved as we departed, held in place by my seat belt.  Phoebe wore hers, but she had her hands braced on the steering wheel. Chuck and Mark gaped as they fell steadily behind.  Ahead.  As we got farther away from them. 

    Less than a minute later, we came to a smooth, safe stop exactly where we started from.  Phoebe leaned back in the seat and laughed.  Bronze chuckled, revving her engine and blatting crimson fire from the exhausts.  She switched from the side exhausts to the rear exhaust. 

    She really can be a showoff, and she doesn’t get the chance nearly as often as she’d like. 

    “Enjoy that, Punkin?” 

    “It was fat city!” 

    “And that’s good?” 

    “It was the bee’s knees at triple speed!  Pop, we have got to race more!” 

    “Talk to Bronze,” I suggested.  “She loves to run.  I’d bet money you can talk her into taking a high-speed trip.” 

    “We will!” 

    I got out of the car and went forward to sit on a fender, heels on the front bumper.  I wouldn’t sit on the hood; Bronze included a hood ornament of a galloping horse.  She usually does.  Someday, I’ll buy her a Mustang and see how she likes it.  I suspect it would be a mistake to even offer her a Pinto. 

    Reggie stared at us—at Bronze—as though she had come screaming in for a landing on blue-flamed rocket engines.  He swallowed twice and looked toward Chuck.  He was just past the halfway mark. 

    “Jesus,” he whispered.  “How many horsepower do you have under that hood?” 

    “One.” 

    “Bullshit.” 

    “One really big horse.”  Phoebe bit her lips to keep from laughing.  Bronze felt smug. 

    Chuck eventually showed up, pulled over, parked.  I said nothing, but as he parked the car, I held out my hand, palm up.  He white-knuckled the steering wheel and glared daggers at me. He wanted to say something.  He wanted to do a lot of things.  Mostly, he wanted to be a sore loser.  But three friends, one girl, and a grown man were all watching and waiting.  He swallowed whatever he was going to say and washed it down with burning bile.  Wordlessly, he handed over the blue slip, the title to his car.  I accepted it and put it in an inside jacket pocket. 

    “Phoebe, take our car.  I’ll take mine.” 

    “Yes, Pop.” 

    She pulled away, headed home, and Chuck took a swing at me. 

    I can be surprised.  I can be blindsided.  I can even be suckered.  But not by some trembling teenager with a white-hot chip on his shoulder. 

    I leaned slightly away, allowing the fist to pass by my nose.  The martial arts I studied are mostly older ones, but I learned my lessons well.  I didn’t break anything, but Chuck made a sort of keening wail as I caught the fist and folded his arm in unconventional ways. 

    There was a metallic, meaty thud.  His car—now may car—door developed a dent.  Chuck took a nap.  Nobody said anything.  They were busy staring at the snoozing Chuck and trying to figure out what happened.  In their defense, it happened almost literally in the blink of an eye.  Even during the day, I’m very fast. 

    I drove away in Chuck’s former vehicle, leaving the Chuckleheads to sort it out.  They had a long walk ahead of them. 

    Naturally, I didn’t keep the car.  I drove it to the used car lot owned by Chuck’s father.  I communicated my intent to Bronze and she, along with Phoebe, met me there to take me home.  I left it parked in a customer space. 

    I put the blue slip and the key in an envelope and handed it to a salesman at the lot.  I didn’t mention a race in so many words, but included a quick note: “I believe Charles lost this on Seven Lakes Road today.  Please take care of it for him.” 

    Did I rat him out?  Sort of, but not quite.  Maybe his father would have words with him about the matter, maybe not.  My guess is Chuck won’t get the blue slip back for a while, which would keep him from “racing for blues” anytime soon.  It might even result in him having to ask to borrow what he thought of as his own car, since he didn’t hold title to it anymore. 

    Maybe the race was a good idea.  Bronze’s idea of giving his car back was an even better one.  Chuck was already unable to think clearly.  Driven to new heights of madness, he was more likely to do something rash.  If he saw the lawn was in perfect shape, he might want to carve it up again, especially with “my” car.  All I wanted was for him to drive through the gate. 

    Yes, I was baiting him.  I hate to waste the effort on a good pit trap. 

    Sweet, delicious vengeance.  Well, Vengeance Lite.  All the petty glee, none of the dismemberment or bloodshed.  I’m a bad person, but I’ve grown surprisingly comfortable with that.  It’s an improvement over what I would have done even a few years ago.  Phoebe has been a good influence.  I’m not sure I’m a better person—I still want to dismember the twerp—but I hide it better.  I’ve been trying to act like a good example even if I’m not. 

    Is that what parenthood is?  Hiding our baser impulses from our children?  It’s part of it, anyway, I guess. 

    Just in case, however, I finished the last of the fine details in smoothing out the yard, arming the flowerbeds, mining the driveway, and touching up the concealment of my steel-grate pit trap.  If I’ve measured it correctly—and I’ve had a close look at the car in question—it should be painful for the passengers and disastrous for the car.  The floor of the pit isn’t level.  There’s a wedge of concrete at the bottom practically begging to split open a radiator. 

    I spent the rest of the day working on the windows.  Replacing the up-and-down sliding portion wasn’t too difficult, but I ran into a question.  I can use automotive safety glass, so why not use Lucite or Plexiglass as the outer layer?  They have a good bounce factor and actual glass can be the inside layer.  Because I dislike anachronisms?  Partly.  I went with two layers, one of safety glass and one of a clear plastic, but with the glass on the outside.  The plastic is quite thick and backs the glass to make it stronger. 

    If a mob is going to throw bricks at the windows, they should crack and star as glass tends to do.  It encourages the mob, keeps it interested in throwing things.  If a brick bounces off a window harmlessly, they escalate.  If the brick visibly damages something, they’ll stick with lobbing missiles instead of charging the door, at least for a little while.  This could be important, especially during the day. 

    Mobs annoy me.  So I sank another grid of the same 250-grain det cord in the lawn, taking the grid squares down to a half-meter on a side.  It won’t destroy a vehicle outright, but it will ruin the tires and possibly the rims, depending on how it’s parked.  It will also blow away the yard, provide a dust screen for minutes, and leave nothing but the dead or wounded who didn’t get off my lawn. 

    The claymore mines, on the other hand, will sweep only about a third of the lawn, but almost all of the circle driveway.  Despite the det cord, the driveway is still the most dangerous place to stand. 

    I’m tempted to put a claymore in the wall, above the door, angled down, and wire it to the doorbell.  I won’t, though.  If a mob shows up at my door and has the presence of mind to ring the doorbell, that’s awfully polite.  I still need to rig the porch, though, to use the pits underneath, and that will involve a stone-shaping spell for the brickwork.  I’ll get around to it eventually. 

    Hey!  If I have the brickwork over the pits held in place by explosive bolts so the whole lid drops straight down—no, damn it, then the spikes at the bottom won’t work.  Grr.  Or I could conceal small holes in the brickwork, under some tacky-looking plastic matting, and have them launch spikes upward… no, I’m committed to pits.  I already started them. 

    Maybe I should add explosives under the edges of the back porch.  It’s wood and will provide its own shrapnel.  The back door is more of a sneaking-in sort of thing and they deserve what they get. 

      

    Phoebe was excited about going on a world-shopping trip.  From her point of view, whenever we suddenly relocated I would find someplace, set our exit and arrival points, and boom!  New house, new neighbors, new everything.  It’s a lot like any cross-country move for the kids.  No control, no say, only a schedule and a lot of unknowns. 

    This time, I thought it might be worthwhile to let her see what kind of effort goes into picking out a world.  And, since she was no longer a child, perhaps to let her help decide.  I always chose the safest worlds I could, but I can’t keep her swaddled.  She needs room to grow.  This is one reason we’ve taken field trips into other worlds and, effectively, other times. 

    Living in a garden may be perfectly fine for her, but I don’t think she’s the sort to stay there.  Her flowers have thorns and possibly venom.  Maybe it’s time to let her grow wild for a bit and see what she does for herself.  Someday, maybe someday soon, she’ll pick a world where she wants to live… and go live there without me.  There comes a time when the children move out. 

    I picked her up from her music lesson and waved at Ms. Gauthier from the car.  Phoebe carefully slid her flute case under the seat before she buckled in.  We pulled away from the curb and talked about picking out a world and a field trip therein. 

    “Do I need to pick clothes for travel?” Phoebe asked. 

    “Depends on where we’re going.  And when.  It could be any season, any weather.” 

    “How do I know what to wear?” 

    “You’re going to look at places, not simply charge off into a random world.  I’ll set up an add-on to your standing mirror so you can start looking them over.” 

    When we got home, I did so, and left her to her consideration of another Earth timeline.  I planned our next bail-out point to be one of the many variations of Swisher, Iowa, but it might change.  Still, we’d start with a untouched timeline there and see what she thought of it.  The place was similar to our current world.  They had a Second World War and there were still a lot of tensions in Asia, but their atomic weapons programs were lagging.  They hadn’t yet got around to inventing the transistor, which may have slowed development. 

    I learned my lesson in the first world we tried to settle in.  I thought a high-tech world, as familiar as possible, would be best.  Not so.  Turns out a computerized society becomes very unfriendly very quickly.  Forget the whole FBI chasing down a serial killer—I can deal with that.  Try getting a credit card.  A bank account.  A Social Security number.  It can be done, but it’s complicated and difficult. 

    The equivalent level of identification paperwork in the 1950s, on the other hand, has actual paper paperwork.  I can swipe paper files, forge new ones, replace them, and so on.  It’s a question of physical access, not Internet access.  Errors or inconsistencies are harder to spot and are much more easily attributed to clerical error. 

    As a bonus, many of what I think of as “modern” conveniences are available in some form.  I’m not living in a sod hut on a prairie.  I have a real house, central heat and air, electricity for the fridge and dishwasher, a telephone, a washer and dryer, a grocery store, a hardware store, automobiles, even radio and television. 

    It’s not necessarily where I’d choose to live, but it’s a fantastic place to raise a kid.   

    Similarly, Swisher was at about the same point in time.  The town was a tiny thing, more a bedroom community for Iowa City or Cedar Rapids, and had a good deal of wild area nearby—suitable as a place for Bronze and Gus to go romping around, and as hunting ground if I was desperate for a meal right now. 

    Did it have anything to recommend it as a place for a teenage girl to live?  There’s the problem.  Last time we moved, she was twelve.  Five years can be a long time.  Many things have changed. 

    I want a small town placed near actual cities.  She might enjoy something larger and less limited.  We’ve been to several different big cities—past, present, and future—on the theory she should be able to cope with The Big City and not stand out as a hick from the sticks.  She might also be going to college in a very few years.  Maybe it was time to live somewhere a bit more busy, if she wanted.  Hence her assignment to look the place over and report on it. 

    She got out a notebook, took charge of her mirror, and started exploring. 

      

    With everything else either done or in progress, I had an experiment of my own to check on. 

    The basement housed the natural gas-powered generator.  This kept the area charged, fed power to the house spells, recharged any crystals I had on hand, and provided the necessary force for most of the larger spells I might want to cast on short notice.  It also switches over automatically to send electricity to the house if the power lines fail.  In a slightly less technological world, I’d just have a gas flame, a vent, and a lot of conversion spells around it all.  The turbine is easier to set up quickly after a move.  It also has the added benefit of emergency electricity. 

    Phoebe has the second and third bedrooms—one for sleeping, one for her personal laboratory space—but the basement is now our shared workroom.  I have the equivalent of the heavy power tools down here.  I also have my world-checking experiment. 

    I have an array of small mirrors like an inside-out disco ball.  I fired this up checked on the progress of sixty-two timelines.  The experiment was a relatively simple one, but it had interesting repercussions. 

    Not too long ago, I had a call from my altar ego.  Through a micro-gate in my ring, we had a brief psychic discussion and I went back to Tauta long enough to use the sand table for a longer discussion.  I manually locked the time-ticking micro-gate while I was there.  It’s important not to vanish for months at a time without warning. 

    “What’s the problem?” I asked. 

    “You know those osmium prayer wheel things?” 

    “The divinity dynamos.  Yes.  Let me guess.  You want even more?” 

    “Always, but that’s not what I’m calling about.  Some of the existing ones have stopped.” 

    “How do you mean?” I asked. 

    “I mean I’m not getting anything from them.” 

    “Have you looked to see what’s wrong?” 

    “I tried, but I can’t find them.” 

    My reply was somewhat earthy and profane. 

    “I didn’t find anything,” he elaborated.  “It’s not that the buildings have been destroyed so much as I literally cannot locate them at all.  It’s like the whole universe is gone.” 

    “Huh.  Well, that’s new.  I don’t suppose you can give me an idea of how long they were running?  I mean, I juiced you pretty well to begin with by using time-dilating micro-gates, speeding up the dynamo farms relative to Tauta.” 

    “I appreciate it.  I wish you’d left them running, though.” 

    “I’m leery about having so many holes in the universe all leading back to Tauta.” 

    “Fair point.  The dynamo farms ran just fine, sometimes speedy, sometimes not, but on average they were a good, solid source of divinity fuel.  They’ve been pretty helpful, which is why I called when one disappeared.  It’s been followed by several others.” 

    “Hmm.  As I recall, I put numbers on the wall to help differentiate between nearly-identical setups.  Do you happen to know which ones are missing?” 

    “I can only look at the ones still active.” 

    “And, by a process of elimination…” 

    “Okay.  I can’t find numbers two through eight.” 

    “Number one is okay?  Along with nine and up?” 

    “They seem to be.” 

    “Hang on.” 

    I fired up my various gate spells and did a search for the missing numbers.  I couldn’t find them, either.  Not the time-ticker gates, not the rooms, not the houses, and, by extension, not the universes. 

    Curiouser and curiouser. 

    “You’re right,” I agreed.  “The worlds are gone.” 

    “What does it mean?” 

    “On your level, can you detect any, uh… celestial interference?  From anybody?” 

    “I’m not really strong enough to be routinely scanning worlds where I’m not worshiped, but I’ll take a harder look.” 

    “Not the world, but the energy plane associated with it.” 

    “Those are easier, but some of the signatures will only be obvious on the material plane.  Right now, the missing worlds are missing, so I can only do a closer look at the ones still present, both energy and material.” 

    “Got it.  Take your time.” 

    He got back to me in about half an hour. 

    “I’ve searched extensively, but I’m not seeing any signs of any angelic-or-otherwise influences on the dynamo farms still active.” 

    “Good.  I hoped you’d say that.  Sort of.” 

    “Sort of?” 

    “I’ve been looking at timelines I’ve visited in passing and I’ve been thinking.” 

    “Oh, no!” 

    “Stop it,” I told the grinning face of sand and dust.  “Like I say, I’ve been looking.  It seems I’ve lost a couple of the minor branches I’ve visited, too.  I can find the places I go to regularly, or have spent substantial amounts of time in, but a number of others are missing.” 

    “Missing?” he asked, frowning.  “Do branched timelines peel off and disintegrate in the void?” 

    “Possibly.  They might also collapse back into their original timeline as a temporary quantum event.” 

    “So, you poke a gate into a world and create unstable timeline branches?” 

    “I’m not sure how unstable they are.  I’ll have to look into it.  Barring angelic pruning, I see three major possibilities.  First, a branch finds its way back to the main timeline and merges with it.  Second, it branches off and continues off on its own until it gets too big and falls off the main timeline tree, disintegrating in the void.” 

    “And the third?” he prompted. 

    “It might be possible a branch could separate from the main Earth timelines and form an independent universe.  I say it’s possible because a number of void-worlds bear a striking similarity to an Earth-world gone weird.  Becoming a pocket universe in the Void might have such effects.  I doubt it happens often, though.” 

    “Wouldn’t you still get a hit on your gate scans?” 

    “I’m targeting specific places, such as one of your dynamo farms.  Part of the definition—or the coordinates, if you prefer—includes the idea of the place as part of an Earth-branch.  I tried aiming solely for a dynamo room with a specific number on the wall, but didn’t get a lock.  You’re not getting anything from them, either, so I don’t believe they formed independent universes or whatever.” 

    “We could call them ‘franchises’,” he suggested. 

    “No, we couldn’t.” 

    “I could.” 

    “I won’t.  I’m not sure if they usually merge or disintegrate, or if they sometimes form a new universe under the right conditions and these simply haven’t.  Once I have a better idea of what’s happening, I’ll build you some more power stations.” 

    “Lots of power stations.  Industrial levels of power stations.  Hoover.  Niagara.  Three Mile Island.  Chernobyl.” 

    “Chernobyl?” 

    “–maybe not Chernobyl.  I’m talking about the scale of power stations.  There are still dangers up here, you know, and there are a few big, dumb, jock types roaming around this here saloon.” 

    “I’ll see what I can do, but there’s no point in building more until I know I can keep them from disappearing.” 

    “I’m going to miss them.” 

    “No doubt.  Don’t you have worshippers to make up for it by now?  How long has it been here in Tauta?  Years?” 

    “It’s been years for you, several months here.  I’ve made good progress with the kustoni, but the Empire is trickier.  I’m working on it with Leisel, but humans can be pesky critters.” 

    “Don’t I know it!” 

    “Thing is, I like the dynamo farms.  They’re like a solid investment, always paying a dividend.  There aren’t enough of them to grow my net worth in a hurry, though, and I would really like to.” 

    “I’ll see what I can do,” I repeated, “but we have to solve a mystery, first.  Like I said, I’m not building dynamo farms only to have them vanish.” 

    So I went home and set up my experiment in the basement.  I could have done it from the voidstation, but I’m minimizing variables.  For the last year or so, I’ve been running the experiment and I think I have a few tentative conclusions. 

    I target an Earthline and create a branch.  The branch is inherently unstable.  If I target timeline A, an original timeline, and look at it through a scrying window, the act of looking at it—establishing a gate connection, penetrating it, and temporarily linking it to another world—causes it to branch, so I never actually see timeline A, just the timeline branch, A-1.  I could look at timeline A-1 all I cared to and it wouldn’t branch again, so there were no A-1-a or A-1-b sub-branches, just the original A-1 branch.  There may be ways to provoke a branch into branching, but it’s not something I explored in my experiments. 

    If I look into the original timeline A again—or try to—it branches again at the point when I look, making timeline branch A-2. A-1 and A-2 look a lot alike, but anything can change in either one without affecting the base timeline or the other branch. 

    All I did was look, since I was testing an hypothesis.  I was collecting data, that’s all.  And I found something—or failed to find something—interesting. 

    My branched timelines, from A-1 through A-14,000,605 or so, tended to disappear after some indefinite-but-short period.  That’s kind of the definition of unstable.  I’ve had some be undiscoverable within an hour, while others have lasted days between my momentary checks with micro-gate pokes. 

    What makes some of them last longer than others?  That’s another question entirely. 

    Being a paranoid son of a bitch, my first assumption was angels showed up to disintegrate them, regardless of what my altar ego believed.  I suspected one angelic function was to prune the spreading bush of alternate realities and keep the garden from being overrun by a bunch of thorny, chaos-inspired vines. 

    This initial, panic-stricken hypothesis didn’t hold up, however.  Every timeline I’m actually in is, at this point, a branch of an original timeline.  I also have several I visit regularly.  These don’t collapse or get pruned.  The ones I cause and then ignore?  Those disappear.  If angels wield the shears—or a scythe—they would be more focused on the ones where I keep showing up, wouldn’t they?  Therefore, my terror-filled musings turned to other ideas, such as some sort of natural phenomenon. 

    So far, my experiments with timelines seem to indicate branches are innately temporary.  Well, most of them.  But how can I tell if a vanished branch merges back into the original or simply disintegrates?  There’s the interesting bit and the subject of another experiment. 

    I found and swiped an ingot of osmium.  That was the total of my interaction with the new timeline A-1.  Since, in that timeline, the ingot was now gone, I aimed for timeline A again, caused timeline A-2, and swiped the ingot from the new timeline.  In several hundred variations of timeline A, I poked my nose in, grabbed an ingot of osmium—my altar ego needs a lot of osmium—and closed the portal.  This process repeated until I had enough to build another power station for my celestial counterpart. 

    I waited.  I didn’t look at these branched timelines again.  Weeks went by, because I was looking to answer a particular question. 

    Much later—and after skipping to yet another world to build, install, empower, attune, and conceal the latest dynamo farm—I eventually went back to the well for more osmium.  And, lo and fail to behold, I could not find timelines A-1 through A-whatever. 

    What about the original timeline?  It I could find, or at least create a new branch off it and examine the branch.  The ingot was still there, so either the merging timelines don’t affect the original, or they disconnect entirely from the mainlines, either by forming their own bubble of reality or disintegrating.  I’m still not completely sure which, but I’m betting they usually disintegrate. 

    But, being thorough, I decided on a second, even more subtle experiment.  I’ve opened a gate to a lot of branches, all based off the same original, just like before.  In this case, I do not steal the ingot.  I mark it.  I got a computer-driven laser cutter and put a mini-gate under it.  The gate opens, the cutter zaps a gouge in the revealed ingot, and the gate closes.  Once I did this to a bunch of branches, I left everything alone again for a while. 

    It’s been long enough, now.  I was ready to check my mirror array.  Each mirror’s micro-gate is attuned to a specific timeline branch to avoid false results. 

    I couldn’t find them. As expected, I couldn’t get a lock.  They were auto-targeting timelines A-1 through A-62, where I put laser gouges in the ingots.  Those timelines were gone; they no longer existed.  So far, so good.  The branches underwent whatever process, so now the branches were gone.  It was time to see if there were any aftereffects in the main timeline. 

    I checked on the original, creating a new A-1 branch from a later point.  The ingot had not a scratch on it.  I promptly swiped it and put it under a microscope, looking for any faint sign of my laser cutting in the polished surface.  Nothing.  If there was any sort of shadow of a gouge, my fingers, tendrils, and microscope failed to find it. 

    All right, so branches don’t merge with their old, original timeline—or, if they do, they don’t have any perceptible effect on it.  If I move the light source, the shadow changes, but the object casting the shadow is unaffected.  Like that. 

    If they don’t re-merge, they either disintegrate or—possibly, rarely, once in a great while—form their own universe.  It’s possible, but I have no hard evidence to say it can happen.  All the timelines I’ve examined have disappeared, but I admit the possibility. 

    I’ll grant it’s not conclusive, but it’s enough to convince me that of the three possibilities, the timeline disintegrations are vastly the more likely outcome, with a minor consideration for merging without effect, and a distant, remote, and improbable third-place contender, forming their own reality. 

    Sadly, my inability to influence an original timeline through the branches gives me no grist for my mill on another project.  I’d like to be able to look at a timeline without branching it.  I’m thinking I need such a level of subtlety if I’m going to avoid causing horrible paradoxes and my own quantum level collapse. 

    I’d like to apply this hypothetical technique to look into Rethven without risking detection!  I don’t dare do anything more to Rethven; I can’t risk its history.  But Rethven is my clock, in a manner of speaking.  When a city starts where Zirafel should sit, that’s a benchmark.  Then Zirafel falls.  Then the Church of Light starts going extra-universal to hunt nightlords.  And, sometime after that, they show up on Sasha’s front lawn… 

    Tick-tock, tick-tock, Rethven’s progress is my clock.  And I can’t even look at it lest I upset the mechanism!  If I let myself think about it, it would be nerve-wracking. 

    In the meantime, I still have paradox projects.  My house in Zombie World, for example.  It’s still there.  I think going back to it refreshes the clock, stabilizes the timeline, recharges the quantum level, or something.  I go there fairly frequently to change out power crystals, check on the maintenance spells, and make sure it hasn’t been overrun by zombie hordes. 

    Likewise, my Cretaceous Lair is also still there.  I haven’t been back for quite a while.  Occasionally, I do a spot-check to make sure it’s present, but that’s about it.  The timeline hasn’t collapsed.  Then again, I stayed there for quite some time, not to mention holding micro-gates open for time-stabilizing purposes.  Did I connect it to a “real” universe for long enough to give it a bigger… uh… “reality charge?” 

    I also made a self-replicating pyramid, which causes ongoing change.  It’s also got a fair amount of solar energy being turned into magic.  Could any of these be a factor in its stability?  Is a higher magical charge helping maintain the universe against multidimensional quantum collapse?  Are the ongoing spells changing it substantially enough to give it some sort of independent reality?  Does that even matter? 

    Another question:  If I reverse the process, turning the pyramid back into a hunk of ground and dissolving the various fields of force created by my spells, will this destabilize the branch? 

    I’d try experimenting with the timeline, but I like having an emergency hideout. 

    On the upside, there’s an obvious way to keep the existing dynamo farms intact.  Each dynamo farm will include a dedicated micro-gate to one other farm.  They’ll form a loop like charms on a bracelet.  Every day, they will all click on at once, forming multiple gate connections, and refresh the theoretical countdown timer. 

    This still doesn’t answer the question of why a timeline continues to exist, nor why it fails.  Do I inject a little chaos into it with a gate?  I have evidence the perimeter of a gate is a weak spot in the folded spaces between points, potentially allowing Things through and possibly leaking a tiny amount of chaos.  Is this why they branch in the first place?  Or is there another reason? 

    I’ll work on it.  Later.  I have iridium to cut. 

      

    Phoebe wasn’t done when I checked in with her.  She was still hard at it, sitting in front of her mirror with a notebook and a pencil. 

    I brought her snacks while she worked.  I’m like that. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Punkin?” 

    “We’ve visited worlds with more magic, right?” 

    “We have.” 

    “And worlds all Buck Rogers and stuff, too.  Right?” 

    “And worlds seemingly in the past, as well.  Want to live under the reign of the Sun King or an unreasonable facsimile?” 

    “My French isn’t up to it,” she admitted, “but the dresses are pretty.” 

    “Your French is better than mine.  We can go visit and see.” 

    “Actually, I was thinking about living in one.  Someplace different, I mean.” 

    “Like moving to another country instead of elsewhere in this one?” 

    “Pretty much.  I mean, if we have to move, could we go somewhere new?” 

    “It’s always somewhere new, but I take your meaning.  You’d like to try being a stranger in a strange land.” 

    “I guess.  I think it would be better than throwing everything into a new house.  More fun, maybe.” 

    “Are you sure?” I asked, in proper Dad tones. 

    “No,” she admitted.  “I’ve never done it.  We could, though, couldn’t we?” 

    “I’m all about giving you more life experiences,” I agreed, “as long as you’re likely to survive them.” 

    “I’d like to try it and see.” 

    “I’ll give it some thought.” 

    She kissed my cheek and went back to her evaluation.  Where other parents say they’ll think about it and mean No, I mean I’ll think about it.  Phoebe knows this. 

    

  


   
    Tuesday, June 2nd, 1959 

      

    Phoebe is a conscientious student, but her sense of humor is sometimes a bit skewed.  And pots sometimes call the kettle black.  I’m pretty sure she was doomed to have a peculiar perspective on what’s funny, among other things. 

    Her report, Iowa: To Serve in Heaven, was ready the next day.  Subtle.  I guess I’m glad I had her read Milton.  Come to think of it, she didn’t like Milton.  He was a bit rude and impatient with her.  She got on well with his daughters, though. 

    “I see you have some reservations,” I noted, flipping through the pages.  “You don’t much care for Swisher?” 

    “Most of this is observations.  I have two major objections to Swisher.  First, there aren’t enough people there to recruit players for our game.” 

    “Ouch.  A telling point,” I agreed.  “And the other?” 

    “It’s a long drive to the school, the nearest soda fountain, or even a real grocery store.  I guess it isn’t really a major issue, but if we didn’t take twenty minutes to get anywhere, on every single trip, we’d save hours of travel time every week.” 

    “Is this a comment on our present house, as well?” 

    “Only if it applies.” 

    “Funny.  Those are your objections?” 

    “From what I can see in the mirror, yes, sir.” 

    “Duly noted.  Have you had a chance to look at the houses for sale in Swisher?” 

    “The houses?” 

    “Yes.  Are any for sale?  If so, which one do you like best?” 

    “I, uh… I didn’t actually look at the houses,” she admitted.  “I was looking at the town and how to get around.” 

    “Not a bad start,” I told her.  “It’s a bigger picture view.  Go look again, but this time ask yourself what we need from a house.  How many rooms?  Do we need a basement?  How about an attic?  One floor or two?  Do we need an attached garage?  A separated garage?  A barn?  How much land around it?  Where is it?  In Swisher, or somewhere near it?  If outside Swisher, which way?  Toward Iowa City or Cedar Rapids?  How does the location of the house change your view of the world?” 

    “I think I see,” she answered, worrying a button on her blouse.  “Do we need a basement?” 

    “I prefer to have one, but it’s not required.  I can add a basement.  How many rooms should the house have?” 

    “Two bedrooms,” she answered, ticking them off on her fingers, “two bathrooms—preferably two and a half, allowing for guests—a dining room, a kitchen, a living room, a study or library room—two, really—and maybe a guest room.”  She flipped open her notebook, pencil scribbling rapidly.  “And we need a garage of some sort, a big one.  Maybe an attached garage with a storage building out back.  Bronze needs someplace to keep her wardrobe.” 

    “That’s why we have a barn here,” I agreed.  “It also doubles as a machine shop and woodworking area for me.  I’ll forego the machine shop and manual carpentry, though, if the rest of the house is acceptable.  We can always add outbuildings.” 

    “We’ll need more than just a simple city lot, then.  And I’d like it on a paved road,” she decided, chewing delicately on the eraser.  “Bronze can handle mud, but if I’m driving somewhere without her, I’d hate to get stuck.” 

    “Good thinking.  I didn’t go to the trouble of paving the dirt road to the highway, but you’ll note it has excellent drainage.” 

    “I’ve just avoided driving in the wet.” 

    “We’ll get you some practice,” I promised.  “Back to Iowa.  Now you have an idea what to look for.  Is there anything else we absolutely need in a house?” 

    Ahem, Firebrand projected. 

    “A fireplace,” Phoebe answered, instantly.  She made another note. 

    Thank you. 

    “We do need a place to hang it,” I agreed, “preferably somewhere with constant flame.” 

    “A gas fireplace,” she amended. 

    “I can shovel coal if I have to.” 

    “I’ll keep it in mind.”  She hesitated.  “Pop?  Does this mean we’re definitely going to live there?” 

    “Not definitely.  Even if we do, you may decide you hate it.  This is more in the way of practice for when you pick a world for yourself for real.” 

    “Oh.  Oh!  Thanks, Pop.” 

    “Anytime,” I told her, as she wandered back up to her room, still idly chewing on the pencil eraser, half-lost in thought.  Once she had the door closed, Firebrand shot me a private thought. 

    Boss? 

    “Hmm?” 

    Could we pick a world where I get to burn things? 

    “Depends on what she wants,” I told it.  “I would prefer to let her get her full growth to maximize her strength.  It’s her primary vulnerability.  Someone big enough and strong enough can simply grab her and pin her.” 

    She’s much stronger than she looks, Firebrand pointed out.  You’ve also taught her moves for that. 

    “Yes, but as with so many things, size matters.  She’s still at least an inch short of her full height.  Let her hit at least five-nine and the age of twenty-one.  Then we’ll talk about taking up residence in a post-nuclear survival zone for a while, or a magical world with swords and sorcery, or whatever suits her taste.  I’m trying to be responsible and maximize her chances of surviving a bad encounter.” 

    Hmm. 

    “Yes?” 

    If you want her to survive, I think you need to hit her harder. 

    “I beg your pardon?” 

    You do your meditation moves every morning, right?  She joins in, and you two practice almost every day.  Thing is, she doesn’t get hurt.  Oh, a little ouch here or there, but your giant maniacs had the right idea.  She needs to be hit.  She’s got the skills, but she’s not ready to deal with the first real wound she takes.  She’s trained, but not experienced. 

    I tilted my recliner back and stared at the ceiling while I thought.  Have I been too soft on her?  I’ve been trying to be a benevolent dictator and decent parent.  She’s been learning at near her capacity—it’s always been difficult, but never impossible.  It’s important not to give someone an impossible task, or even an apparently impossible task, lest their morale go to hell and they give up. 

    But have I erred in not teaching her to take a hit?  Rather, have I erred in not making the lessons more rigorous?  I have hopes she’ll never get into a life-or-death struggle, but I may be overly optimistic. 

    Whoa.  Since when did I become an optimist?  Maybe this parenting thing has been good for me in ways I didn’t expect.  I wonder if there are any other changes I haven’t noticed. 

    My real question, I suppose, is whether or not familiarizing her with pain is any part of my job as a parent.  Is it better to be the one who deals out her first broken bone?  —pardon me.  Her first deliberately broken bone.  She’s broken a couple just being rambunctious.  Most kids don’t tie a rope to the barn’s hayloft hoist and swing off the roof. 

    She knows about pain, I suppose, but an accident isn’t the same as deliberate hostility.  Is the world going to teach her all about hostility on its own?  Or should I go so far as to give her experience with being attacked, even wounded? 

    Counterpoint:  Should I let her first real injury be from someone trying to kill her? 

    What if I’m not there the first time she gets stabbed or shot?  Will she be stunned and fail to take any necessary action?  Or should she be familiar with it and prepared for it?  Is it worth it to stab her, break bones, or otherwise damage her just so she knows what to expect? 

    How far do I go in preparing her to deal with nasty people?  Soldiers are trained to go into battle, but even in advanced training schools, they’re not actually shot. 

    Should they be? 

    There’s a hell of a question. 

    More generally:  How far is too far? 

    “Well, damn.” 

    Problem? 

    “Maybe.  I may be about to become an abusive parent.” 

    How so? 

    “You’ve raised a valid point, you bloodthirsty, brutal piece of steel.” 

    I’m sharp.  What point? 

    “Her training covers a lot, but she needs to know what it’s like to take a hit from someone out to hurt her.  I can fix anything I do to her, so I lack some of the ethical issues surrounding doing harm.  Which means…” 

    You have to hit her, and you don’t want to do it. 

    “I don’t.” 

    So build a death-pit and throw her in it with someone to kill. 

    “While your methods are doubtless effective, I question their correctness.” 

    A lunatic with a knife is going to worry about social niceties? 

    “Damn you.” 

    Just calling ’em as I see ’em, Boss. 

    “I’ll discuss it with her and see what she thinks.  I’m just glad she’s no longer a child.  Sort of.  At least she’s old enough for informed consent.” 

    Huh.  That’s funny. 

    “What’s funny?  Funny ha-ha or funny strange?” 

    Funny strange.  I remember a time when you would have been all bent out of shape and ready to whittle a rock with your fingernails at this discussion.  You seem less angry than I recall. 

    “I’ve got a good meditation habit going on, and I’m making steady progress on the bugs-in-brain issue.” 

    Yeah.  I’m not sure that’s it, Boss. 

    “What else could it be?” 

    I dunno.  Telepathy aside, I’m more a killer than anything else. 

    “Let me know if you figure it out.” 

    Will do. 

    

  


   
    Technical Note:  The Bugs 

      

    All through Phoebe’s life, I worried.  I worried only a little bit about things I could plot on a graph.  Height.  Weight.  Eyesight.  IQ.  You know.  Things I understand. 

    Her social development was not one of these things.  I wasn’t sure how to test it.  I’m not sure what the axes would be on the graph, anyway.  Personality tests don’t make sense to me—I’m a computer programmer, Jim, not a doctor! 

    On the plus side, she displayed a fair level of empathy.  She didn’t like it when other children were crying, so she tried to comfort them.  She seemed reasonably responsible, as well.  If another kid was hurt, Phoebe was the one to go get Mrs. Krupnick—the nice lady who was ran the home daycare.  Phoebe always wanted Mrs. Krupnick to call me, though.  Phoebe is unimpressed with mercurochrome, bandages, and ice.  “Papa will fix it!”  Thanks to Phoebe, Mrs. Krupnick had the impression I’m a doctor. 

    None of these things told me if Phoebe had a soul or not, but I lean toward saying she does.  I’m not sure if it could all be learned behavior—especially in this household—but I suppose it’s possible.  Bronze did a lot to offset the more murderous members of the family. 

    Back when she was still little, I routinely went over her progress charts in my headspace.  I took note of the scratching and scrabbling noises coming from the stairway vault.  There’s always the background noise of the Coping Mechanism chopping bugs to bits, but sometimes the bugs make more or less noise against the armored door. 

    I’ve spent considerable time examining the inside of my own head.  I have a huge swarm of insecurities scrabbling around in my undermind, always trying to get out through the Coping Mechanism and getting minced in the process.  At that moment, though, I wondered how many were still down there. 

    I did some math on the rate of flow through the Coping Mechanism and discovered I should have run out of the little bas—little buggers by now. I should have noticed some diminution, at least.  Yet, from the sound of it, there were just as many as ever.  They crumbled to dust when destroyed, yes, but somehow they must reconstitute down in my undermind again. 

    I should have expected it.  It’s a Coping Mechanism, not a cure. 

    One of the issues I have with being a parent is being a safe, sane, and stable one.  I’m grossly underqualified in the parental skills department.  If they ever institute a license program, I won’t make it past the written test.  Partly, this is because I have issues.  No, it’s worse than that.  I have a subscription and a collection of back issues. 

    How does one deal with a minor insecurity?  All the pop psych I know tells me I’m supposed to face the things.  I have a mental study.  I have the metaphorical monsters of my mental maladies made manifest.  I doubt the psychologists had such a direct confrontation in mind.  If they weren’t so well-confined in my subconscious, I’d be schizophrenic.     

    Crap.  How do I know I’m not?  No, no, no—I’m not going down the rabbit hole.  If I get stuck at a Mad Tea Party I’ll wind up eating the guests.  Besides, I don’t like to gyre, though I gimble rather well, despite the uselessness of a sundial for me. 

    All right, let’s face an insecurity and see what I’m insecure about.  Or, rather, see which one of my insecurities it is.  I have a horde of the little annoyances.  Pick any of them. 

    It took some doing to set things up, but I finally isolated one bug from the basement vault, took it to my desk, and put it under glass for close examination.  Welcome to the light, my little friend.  Let’s see what makes you tick, flea, and roach.  If I’m going to fumigate my subconscious, I should have an appropriate bug spray, should I not? 

    In this frame of mind, I examined a brain bug.  I scanned it, probed it, all the usual stuff.  I even imagined surgical instruments and dissected it, at least as far as I could before it crumbled to dust and vanished. 

    Not to worry.  There were plenty more where it came from. 

    Finally, after not making much progress, I lost my temper a little bit and sliced my latest test bug into little bits with my tendrils.  Tendrils writhed over it and bored into it.  It was resistant, but not immune.  They lashed at it, flailing, twisting, slicing into it, cutting it to the quick.  It didn’t disintegrate and fall to dust.  Instead, it bled, and the black blood flowed up through my tendrils bearing impressions, feelings, memories, until all of it was dissolved and consumed. 

    Jassel was a cobbler.  His first wife died of the same fever that took his daughter, but his second wife gave him two healthy sons.  He wasn’t a rich man, but he was well-off enough.  He made quality shoes and charged accordingly for them.  He died when the Lady of Flame cursed Zirafel for the decree of Queen Flarima.  His ghost haunted the dusty streets of Zirafel for an unmeasured time, until he fled through a door of darkness, held open by a man with one foot on either side of the threshold. 

    The bug was gone, sucked up by my tendrils.  I had a headache and a pretty good idea of how to make shoes.  Other things came with the knowledge, less obvious and potent, but it was clearly someone’s life. 

    Someone—I think it was Samuel Clemens—said, “Eat a live frog every morning and nothing worse will happen to you the rest of the day.”  I ate the frog.  More specifically, I ate the bug.  Disgusting?  I agree.  But the bug was gone.   

    Turns out, it’s not insecurity.  It’s indigestion.  Okay, it’s indigestion and insecurity, but mostly indigestion.  Partly indigestion.  Some of it, at least. 

    As far as I can tell, these ugly little bugs are the remnants of the population of Zirafel.  I’m supposed to be a retail predator, not a wholesaler.  Sucking down half a million ghosts at once was more than a little outside my design parameters.  My mystical digestion process stripped away all the easy stuff as they went down, but what’s left is stuck in my gizzard.  And I don’t have a gizzard, so I have brain bugs. 

    How would this have worked out for a nightlord without a wizard’s mental training?  Would someone else have gone insane?  Or have I gone insane and failed to notice?  Or is it a matter of degree?  

    I have other Things down there, unrelated to the ghosts of Zirafel.  I hope the ghosts are the majority, though.  I can manually chew up the crunchy bits of a ghost-remnant bug.  I’m not so sure about personal neuroses.  

    The headache lasted for over an hour, but it wasn’t a physical problem.  It was the psychic backlash of cracking the shells on the hard-to-digest bits.  I do not enjoy the experience.  On the other hand, I don’t enjoy having bugs in my mental basement, either!  I decided I should try to make a point of doing at least one every night.  I can do more than one a night, I suppose, but if each one is going to be this much of a headache… yeah, one a night. 

    If all the citizens of Zirafel are still waiting down there, one every night works out to… not counting leap days… as an approximation… call it 1,370 years, give or take. 

    That’s comparable to how long Zirafel was cursed. 

    Consistency.  Yeah.  Day by day, one by one, over the course of an immortal lifespan, I’ll eventually stomp my bug problem. 

    Sometimes, it really is all about persistence. 

    Assuming I get the bug population under control, I’ll have a clear mental field.  Maybe then I can work on all my other psychological issues.  At that point, I should be caught up with myself on a temporal level, too.  Maybe the psychoanalysis expert system Diogenes found will actually be useful. 

    As an aside, when Phoebe and I practice in the mornings, we share a low-level psychic link.  It was there to help her develop muscle memory more quickly during our “dance lessons.”  It simply can’t handle the bandwidth to allow the transfer of a bug.  Besides, those are confined to the basement.  I’m not even sure if they’re psychic problems or spiritual ones, or if they can be transferred. 

    I added additional filtering anyway.  I’m cautious like that.  Children get too many psychological issues from their parents in the first place.  No need to compound the problem. 

      

    

  


   
    Thursday, June 4th, 1959 

      

    Phoebe spent considerably more time on her assignment than I expected.  She still went out to… well, I guess she’s too old to “go play,” but she went out with her friends.  Movies, bowling, malt shops, drive-ins—I don’t know, exactly, but I don’t need to know.  She’s making good decisions and I’m here if any of them turn out to be not so good. 

    I used to keep a tracking spell on her and on Gus.  She would go outside to play and roam all over the place.  Now she drives—Bronze goes with her, but lets her do the driving—and she prefers not to have a tracking spell on her. 

    Does this make me a “free-range” parent?  Or simply trusting and stupid?  My initial impulse was to control every aspect of her life, or at least watch over her every instant.  This worked pretty well when she was an infant, but as she grew older and more independent, I’ve had to be more subtle about watching over her, then more trusting of her judgment.  It has not always been an easy process.  It certainly wasn’t easy on William Piper. 

    Bill was fifteen, Phoebe was twelve—but Phoebe was a beautiful twelve, and the school held Bill back a year.  He was being “manly” and “assertive” by putting his hands on the lockers and hemming Phoebe in between. 

    I got called down to the school to take her home.  She was fine.  Bill was not.  A hospital was involved.  We packed up to move shortly after.  I was pleased I didn’t have to arrange for something awful to happen to him. Phoebe happened to him first, the lucky punk. 

    Where’s the line between Guardian Demon and Guardian Angel?  Is that what being a parent is?  Being both?  It sure feels like it, sometimes. 

    When she isn’t keeping up with her social calendar, she’s up in her workroom, peering into a mirror and making notes.  She won’t say what she thinks, yet.  She says she hasn’t formed an opinion.  She’ll report when she has a report to make. 

    Do you have any idea how hard it is not to peek at her notes? 

    On a more pleasant note, ever since the drag race I’ve taken to parking the vehicles in the barn.  Normally, Bronze parks her car out front, under the roofed-over section of the circle drive.  Portico?  No, it’s not a portico, but that’s close. 

    Hang on.  I can look it up. 

    Okay, a portico is a walkway area in front of a door, usually denoted by columns out front.  In many ways, it’s a fancy porch.  On the other hand, the area out front where someone pulls up in a car, coach, or carriage, under cover and out of the rain, is called a porte-cochere—also known as a coach gate or carriage gate.  People often confuse a porte-cochere for a portico, so I guess I’ll go on calling it a portico.  “When I use a word,” and all that. 

    At any rate, parking the car and truck in the barn makes the house look as though nobody’s home.  We have light-blocking curtains, obviously. 

    My pit trap is just inside the gate and armed by default.  I’ve got an alarm on the dirt road drive so I can decide for each visitor whether to leave it armed or lock it in place. 

    The anticipation of wondering if and when Chuck would decide to re-furrow the lawn has been a pleasant thing.  It’s been nice to have something to look forward to, even if it is something small.  Perhaps that’s true especially if it is something small. 

    Would Chuck be a good subject for bliss-addiction and experimental treatments?  Maybe.  Thing is, I’m not logistically ready to start keeping human lab animals.  I really need to get some specialty work done on the voidstation.  Part of the holdup is building life support systems. I’ll have to think about systems with feedback.  The voidstation is a pocket universe and has the same time-differential difficulties as any other, so sometimes I’m gone for quite a while. 

    Maybe I need to build an Igor.  It could tend the station’s hydroponic gardens, feed prisoners, and lisp “Yeth, Mathter” a lot. 

    Can I make a giant turtle immune to chaos energies and build a voidstation on its back?  No, Eric.  Stop being silly.  Or be less silly, at least. 

    At any rate, Chucklehead turned anticipation to actuality today.  He borrowed his former hotrod from his father, collected his friends, and decided to pay a visit.  I’m not sure what they intended.  Maybe they were going to check on the state of the lawn and were incensed at the smooth, neat, greenness of it.  Maybe they planned to slash through it again on the theory any lawn repair must have taken both money and effort.  Maybe they had some other sort of childish revenge in mind.  A paper bag full of feces, set on fire on the porch, perhaps?  Or pouring out a bucket of salt behind the car as they drove over the lawn?  Possibly something equally imaginative. 

    One of my new alarm spells sounded when they turned off the main road and headed toward the gate.  A quick query confirmed it wasn’t Bronze.  She was parked outside Jerry’s Lanes, watching the cars go by on the street—Oh, and next time, could we get a Mercury?  She was parked across from one.  The front grille looked very nice.  I agreed we could.  She also wanted to know if I needed her to come back?  Phoebe wouldn’t be done for at least an hour.  I decided not.  Better to be sure Phoebe had transportation. 

    After the initial turn off the main road, there’s a gradual curve through the trees.  The rest of the driveway is a straight shot to the gate.  The Chuckleheads didn’t roar down it and ram.  No.  They moved up to the gate and looked around before backing up to take a run at it.  Chuck hit the gate at about twenty miles an hour.  They crashed through like they did before, smashing the gate to pieces. 

    The hidden grating folded down, dropping the front of the car into the pit.  It didn’t flip, exactly, but it did go nose-down and vertical.  Fortunately for them, I didn’t line the walls with concrete, so the dirt soaked up some of the momentum.  This didn’t help the passengers a whole lot.  The guys in the back seat were catapulted onto the lawn—lucky them.  The front-seaters also came out, not quite so quickly, and tumbled on the paved portion of the driveway where it forks left and right into the circle.  Good thing they were wearing those leather jackets, since they weren’t wearing seat belts.  They could have used helmets, too. 

    Steam geysered up from the pit as the radiator broke open on impact.  The concrete wedge at the bottom worked a treat. 

    Banged up, bruised, battered, and bleeding from various impacts and abrasions, they pulled themselves together and took stock.  By some miracle—not mine—nothing was broken.  Hurt, yes, but nobody needed anything more than compression bandages, ice, gauze, and maybe a sling.  No more than a dozen stitches, total. 

    So far. 

    Gus was practically dancing, watching through the window with me, so I told him to go ahead.  The big bundle of fluff tore out through the flap of his doggie door in back, circled the house, and paused as he came in sight of his targets. 

      

    Okay, I’m going to take a slight detour and go into a bit more detail on a small bear—I mean, a large dog—named Gus. 

    Phoebe, age five, came home covered in dirt, trailing bits of leaves and other outdoorsy materials.  She looked as though she crawled under a fence, which, in fact, she had.  In her arms she held a puppy.  It hadn’t even opened its eyes, yet.  It was a fuzzy little thing and seemed only too happy to cling to Phoebe.  It’s sometimes hard to tell the ancestry of a puppy, but my guess was “mongrel.”  It was a big puppy, though, for being newborn, and the size of the paws said he would be huge. 

    “His name is Gustavus Bartholomew Goldeneyes McFluffins Kent,” she told me, positively.  No doubt she was thinking about a name for him on the walk home.  I felt certain it was a long walk, so she had a lot of time to think of a good, long name. 

    I did some mental juggling.  Affording a dog was not the issue.  Did we need a dog?  Phoebe was old enough—and far and away mentally developed enough—to have a pet.  If she had a dog to romp around with, she could play outside more, and play more safely.  I had spells to keep track of her, but a dog might make the difference in an emergency…  

    And she’d gone to great lengths for it already. 

    Phoebe, under mild questioning, gave me a good picture of how she came by a puppy.  Across the fence from our property at the time, Mr. Ito had a farm.  Henry, Mr. Ito’s hired hand, was responsible for getting rid of the mongrel pups.  Presumably, Mr. Ito was interested in breeding his purebred golden retriever to a proper sire.  Some roaming mutt was not on his acceptable list. 

    Phoebe, upon discovering the proposed fate of the puppies, immediately tried to defend them.  She was wearing her favorite romper—a blue skirt with white stars, a red-and-yellow-striped top—and the cardboard bracers she made.  Sadly, this pint-sized Wonder Woman wasn’t up to challenging a full-grown farm hand.  Thus, she was unsuccessful in the larger sense, but did manage to rescue one and flee. 

    I’m guessing she could have asked for one, maybe even all of them, but how was she to know?  They were helpless little things and she tried to save them.  She’s a good kid.  Maybe her comic books were a good thing.  I don’t know. 

    Nobody chased her, but she didn’t know it.  She thought she was being pursued between Mr. Ito’s greenhouses and through the cornfield all the way back to our fence.  She ran like her life—or the puppy’s life—depended on it.  She never even considered abandoning the puppy and she never stopped running.  She reached Mr. Ito’s barbed wire fence, handed the puppy through first, and squirmed through herself.  Then she negotiated the chain-link fence we had at the time by pushing hard and squirming under, since she couldn’t climb it with a puppy. 

    I sent Phoebe upstairs to clean up.  I took charge of Gustavus Bartholomew Goldeneyes McFluffins Kent. 

    There are issues with snatching a newborn puppy.  The downside of this is the sheer volume of care involved.  It’s time-consuming.  It’s demanding.  It’s like caring for a newborn baby, which it is. 

    Phoebe was good about it, though.  Keeping the puppy—excuse me.  Keeping Gus warm was a priority.  Feeding him every couple of hours came next.  Then there’s cleaning up the puppy mess. 

    I had her do as much as possible, but there were limits.  She has always been highly advanced for her age—possibly due to a lot of psychic conversation from almost the day she was born—but she was still only five.  It was, therefore, more demanding on me than on her.  I couldn’t pop off at night to get things done.  Someone had to keep an eye on the puppy. 

    Oh, well.  At least it slept a lot. 

    Gus is, however, Phoebe’s dog.  This is right and proper.  She rescued him, so she’s responsible for him.  All I do is maintenance.  For example, I installed the dog flap in the back door, so she doesn’t have to let him out.  Meaning I don’t have to let him out.  I also expanded the dog flap every other month while he was growing.  He’s a big dog.  His parent breeds aren’t small to begin with and I might have done minor modifications to him during his growth years. 

    I can’t leave well enough alone.  I know, I know.  But Phoebe is huggably attached to her dog and I’m not looking forward to the day when she has to say goodbye to him.  If I’m honest, I also wanted him qualified as an attack dog. 

    Guard.  Guard dog.  I meant “guard dog.” 

    I did some checking with Mr. Ito.  Gus was, indeed, a mix of golden retriever and what was probably German shepherd.  My additions made him look as though there was mastiff in his ancestry, maybe Newfoundland. 

    He’s not fat.  He really is big-boned.  And big muscled. 

    I also did work on his brain while he was growing up, continuing with my previous experiments.  It’s really just a variant on a healing spell.  It gently encourages growth.  However, when applied to something young enough to still be developing a brain, it seems—let me stress that: seems—to help it develop as far as possible.  So Gus is smarter than the average dog.  Since I have no idea how to give an IQ test to a dog, I have no way to measure how much smarter. 

    As an aside, I’ve done a lot of experimental work with brains, from octopus to dog to monkey brains.  It hasn’t made me confident enough to do anything with Phoebe, but I do feel I’m more prepared for my bliss-addiction experiments, whenever I finally get around to them. 

    Since Gus is an atta—I mean, a guard dog, his collar has several utilitarian enchantments if it ever comes down to cases.  It’s hard to see the collar, though.  Gus has a lot of fur.  A lot of fur.  There’s a cleaning spell covering the whole house specifically for dog hair, plus a spell on the doggie door to do a brush-and-clean every time he comes in. 

    I’ve caught him going in and out just to get his fur brushed. 

    Gus knows I’m the alpha predator and leader of this five-person pack—counting Firebrand and Bronze, of course—but he loves Phoebe, as is right and proper. 

    He’s also well aware of his duties.  First and foremost:  guard Phoebe.  Whenever she played in the yard or went off into the woods or sneaked into Mr. Ito’s cornfield, Gus was right there with her. 

    His other duties are entirely secondary.  When at home, he guards the house and grounds if Phoebe doesn’t need his immediate attention.  It’s a simple priority list. 

    If you threaten Phoebe, your partner can rob the place unmolested by the dog.  I don’t recommend it.  The dog won’t take long to deal with your partner.  This will end in tears.  Tears and bloodshed.  And an abundance of dog food because I have a deep freeze and no compunctions. 

    If that isn’t bad enough, I’ll get an alert from an alarm spell, Bronze, or Phoebe herself.  Phoebe will defend herself, and do it well.  Escaping means you’re outside the house and in Bronze’s territory. And if by some miracle you escape Bronze, there’s me, an irate father with a flaming sword, both of which have gobs of attitude. 

    The dog will instantly become the least of your problems.   

    Ever since he was big enough to not be squished, Phoebe has allowed him to sleep in her room.  This causes him to smell of honeysuckle, Phoebe’s favorite fragrance.  He usually takes up half the bed and Phoebe doesn’t mind.  Her stuffed animals couldn’t compete—not even Mr. Stuffins, her guardian teddy bear.  Gus sleeps on the bed.  Mr. Stuffins sits on a shelf with a bunch of other stuffed toys.  To be fair, Gus is more animate and responsive, but I’m pretty sure Mr. Stuffins is more dangerous. 

    You don’t tug on Superman’s cape.  You don’t spit into the wind.  And, for the love of your physical integrity, you do not mess with Mr. Stuffins.  I put a lot of work into her teddy bear. 

    Gus loves intruders.  He thinks of them as mobile chew toys.  He likes to play Fetch, but he loves to play Chase!  He also enjoys Catch, Drag, and Maul.  Sadly, nobody wants to play with him.  Not more than once. 

    Then the Chuckleheads volunteered. 

      

    With the Chuckwagon nose-down in the pit trap, Gus sat back on his haunches and howled, raising up a noise like a pack of timber wolves with a full moon, but deeper.  It’s not normal hunting behavior, but it is a learned behavior.  I taught him to do it.  Even if an alarm spell failed, the collar amplifies his howl enough to wake the semi-dead.  It also scares the hell out of anyone who hears it.  Something in the primitive section of the human brain registers the howling as a danger.  It raises hackles.  It releases adrenalin.  It makes people channel the spirits of their monkey ancestors.  They want to climb the tallest tree in sight or sprint for the nearest one. 

    He lowered his head and tore paw-sized divots in the lawn as he charged, barking with a deep, chesty voice like something three times his size. 

    Three of the chuckleheads channeled their monkey ancestors and scrambled back to the car and up it, ignoring the steam still rising from the pit.  Most of it had blown away, but streamers of it still wafted away on the breeze.  One of the Chuckleheads—Zippo, I think—ran through the shattered gate and down the dirt driveway.  Gus sprinted past the car, past Zippo, and skidded around in a sudden cloud of dust into a low-down, snarling posture, showing all his teeth and snarling.  Zippo changed his mind about outrunning the hellhound and, screaming, headed back to the car, Gus barking and snapping at his heels, herding him the whole way. 

    Four almost-grown men can sit on the back of a hotrod version of a Model A Ford sedan, but it would help if the thing had a hardtop.  Gus prowled around the pit, snarling and stalking and slavering.  They clambered over the car and each other, trying to find a static equilibrium.  At least the rear fenders were intact, although they deformed alarmingly.  They’re not meant to be load-bearing. 

    Chuck pulled out a small revolver and braced himself.  The car had rocked backward, tilting about ten degrees.  He stood on the back of the front seats and leaned into the rear seats.  He fired all six rounds at Gus, which told me two things.  First, he’s an idiot to have a fully-loaded revolver stuffed down his pants.  Second, he came armed.  The first one was already obvious.  The second one was likely to get him killed if the first one didn’t. 

    Gus knows what guns are.  He acclimated to them slowly, but Phoebe and I practiced a lot, so he understands gunfire.  The noise doesn’t bother him anymore.  On the other hand, I recognized being shot would bother him both deeply and permanently, so I decided to do something about it well in advance. 

    His collar is two layers of leather riveted together along the edges.  Inside, there are spell crystals.  Some of these are experimental spells to help keep him healthy and offset the effects of aging. They’re based in medical science, not the usual share-the-age effects of the Rethvan magicians.  Gus is about twelve years old, but you wouldn’t know it. 

    Other crystals are for times like these.  A simple, low-cost spell detected something fast about to hit him and activated other spells.  The first was a momentum-sharing spell, much like the ones my knights used against cannonballs.  It might knock Gus down, back, or away, but whatever it was wouldn’t hurt him. 

    Well, I take that back.  Being caught between a car and a wall will still squish him, but otherwise he’s probably going to be okay. 

    This spell crystal expends its power as an initial, emergency defense and goes into recharge mode.  Another crystal activates a deflection spell and maintains the effect for a while.  I prefer deflection spells.  They cost much less.  They also don’t run the risk of knocking me off my feet when I’m hit by something.  I can’t feel the impact, so I don’t react properly to sudden changes in momentum.  I really need to work out more refinements for the thing. 

    The other thing about my momentum-transfer spell is how obvious it is.  Shoot me—or Gus—and the bullet simply stops and drops.  There are times when this is a wonderful idea.  Most of the time, it simply means the ignorant peasants try to burn you at the stake.  Inconvenient, especially if there are a lot of them.  It doesn’t help if you’re flammable.  If not, they can be dismayingly imaginative. 

    The first bullet encountered the momentum-transfer spell and thumped lightly against Gus.  It dropped to the grass.  The other five mysteriously missed.  Chuck looked more than a little panicky.  The Chuckleheads assumed he missed all six times, but Chuck knew he didn’t.  He had nothing in his experience to prepare him for bulletproof attack dogs.  He started yelling obscenities about evil monster dogs while the other three shouted at him about the gun.  They didn’t know he carried one and were concerned about his intent in bringing it.  The monkeys were rather shrill in their chattering and screaming. 

    I wasn’t concerned about his intent, but I was curious.  Not very, but a little.  Did he intend to brandish it in an attempt to intimidate me?  Or did he intend all along to use it?  I tried very hard to concentrate on his possible motives in bringing a gun, because if I didn’t, I’d think about the fact the son of a bitch just shot my dog.  Gus wasn’t hurt, no, but the bastard shot my dog. 

    Okay, fine.  Phoebe’s dog.  She wasn’t present to be outraged, so I did it for her. 

    Calm.  Centered.  Focused.  Don’t think about that part. 

    One of the other spells in the collar was an alert to me, but I was already watching.  Chuck was out of ammunition, at least on his person.  There might be extra bullets in the car, somewhere, but he wasn’t climbing down to search for them. 

    I strolled across the lawn, inside the circle drive, shotgun cradled sideways in my arms, and came to a halt about ten feet away.  Gus quit circling his treed varmints and came to sit by my side, panting happily.  He was proud of catching them and I scratched behind his ears, telling him what a good dog he was.  It helped me relax from thinking about how Chuck shot him. 

    Chuck tried to climb down.  Gus snarled and barked and ran for him.  Chuck practically flew back to his perch on the seat.  This rocked the car a little and raised considerable chatter from the treed primates.  Gus stayed almost under him for a moment, snarling until he was sure the dipshit got the message, then trotted happily back to me. 

    “Hey!  Uh… Mr. Kent?  Sir?  Can we come down?”  I think it was Mark, since I was only certain about which one was Chuck.  I didn’t care to memorize any of them. 

    “Sure,” I called back, “if you want to be eaten or shot.”  I pumped a shell into the chamber.  “You boys are in a world of trouble, you know that, right?  Especially you, Chucklehead, for trying to shoot my dog.” 

    “Fuck you, old man!” Chuck shouted back.  “You busted up my car!”  He threw the pistol at me, hard.  I swatted it out of the air with the shotgun stock and the pistol bounced into the grass.  I didn’t want it, but it would be evidence, later. Chuck wasn’t getting it back.  Gus tensed, but I signaled him not to fetch—nor attack. 

    “I’m not the one who drove it into a hole, moron,” I shot back.  “And, last I checked, you just drove my car into a hole.” 

    His response was equally vulgar and somewhat repetitive. 

    “Has it occurred to you the position you’re in, boy?” I asked, calmly.  “You didn’t tell anyone you were headed out here, now did you?”  I walked closer, Gus at my heel, to stand at the edge of the pit.  “All I have to do is shoot the four of you and bury you.”  I raised my weapon and took aim at Chuck’s face from a range of maybe four feet. 

    “You and I already had a discussion about mistakes,” I told him, my tone growing colder and more vicious with every word.  “Did you tell your friends how I would make your deaths look like an accident?  Or did you keep them in the dark, tricking them into coming with you without understanding the risk?  Did they know they were putting their lives in your hands, butterfingers?  Or did you conveniently forget to tell them you were going to get them killed?” 

    I moved my aim from ashen face to ashen face, slowly, as I spoke, returning my aim to Chuck. 

    The four took a moment to process this information.  Nobody said anything to the man with the attack dog and shotgun.  Chuck was especially quiet, frozen in place by the gaping maw of the twelve-gauge. 

    “Lucky for you,” I went on, cheerfully, cradling the weapon again, “I’m trying to get out of the habit of killing people.  Besides, Phoebe would be disappointed with me.  So you’re going to have a chance to escape, if you run fast enough.”  

    Gus wagged his tail at this and whoofed to emphasize the point.  Chuck looked at Gus, not at me, and the expression was both fearful and murderous.  I was a psycho with a shotgun.  Gus was a hellhound.  I don’t blame Chuck for prioritizing Gus.  Gus’s teeth are obvious and he kept showing them off.  Besides, Chuck shot my dog six times at close range without so much as a yelp of pain.  This makes as much of an impression on a macho, teenaged idiot as anything can. 

    I worked the action on my shotgun to get the rock salt shell out.  I replaced it with a slug shell, instead.  I walked around to the side with Gus at my heel.  I had a good line, then, so I took aim and put the slug through the gas tank.  Fluid gurgled out while they screamed and shouted and scrambled and tried not to fall off. 

    “Now, with gasoline pouring down into the pit, I hope like hell you boys didn’t drive too far.  If the engine’s hot enough, you may be the guests of honor at a barbeque.  Doesn’t matter to me.  It’s technically my car.  I’ll burn it if it suits me.” 

    They looked at each other for a second. 

    “You’re bluffing!” Chuck shouted. 

    “Am I?  Is that gasoline I smell?” 

    “Shit!” he cried, realizing at last.  Well, he didn’t have a good line of sight.  On this model, they mounted the gas tank between the engine and the dashboard, not at the back of the car.  The monkeys finally bailed out, leaping to the ground.  I signaled Gus to wait. 

    I fired a round of birdshot into the ground to further shatter their precarious nerves. 

    “Run for it!” I commanded, loading a rock salt shell.  “Sprint!  Or I’ll salt your backsides and see if Gus likes the taste!” 

    Gus howled and they ran like it was a starting pistol.  I waited until they were several seconds down the dirt drive before firing the rock salt after them.  The salt spread out a lot and slowed down—it’s a close-in load, not meant for distance work.  The two in the rear yelped in pain and were suddenly in the lead.  Gus barked again and I let him chase.  He tore down the dirt drive after them, encouraging them to maintain their sprint. 

    The car did not catch fire.  I didn’t expect it would.  I know how gasoline behaves and I was careful to be upwind of the vapor. 

    Gus came back once they reached the road.  He panted happily, tail flagging back and forth.  We went inside.  He got treats.  I got the phone.  And Firebrand, after a moment, got what it wanted, too. 

      

    Bronze pulled off the dirt drive and parked to the side, behind the police car, so the tow truck could get out.  She’s considerate like that.  My dirt road isn’t a full two lanes.  They were still cranking the former car out of the pit.  Phoebe climbed out and watched for a while before walking to the house. 

    “Pit trap?” she asked, first thing in the door. 

    “Yes.  No spikes, though.” 

    “Did I smell gasoline?” 

    “I might have shot the fuel tank,” I admitted. 

    “I didn’t see any charred bodies.” 

    “I exercised restraint so Firebrand wouldn’t have to.” 

    “Tell me alllllll about it,” she invited, flopping belly-down on the sofa and putting her chin on the back of her interlaced fingers.  She fluttered eyelashes at me.  So I told her.  Gus sat nearby, wagging his tail and occasionally whoof-ing to remind me of details.  He’s not really psychic, as such, but he’s attuned to the psychic individuals in the house—i.e., everybody.  Phoebe giggled at the treed—trunked?  Or bumpered?—varmints, looked downright pissed about Chuck shooting Gus, and highly satisfied at the wounded getting a bit salty as they fled. 

    “Any trouble with the police?” she asked.  “I asked Deputy Simmons, up by the gate, but he told me to run along.” 

    “None to speak of.  The good deputy scratched his head about the pit trap, but it’s not my fault they broke through the grating over a drainage ditch.  It’s my property and they have no business on it.” 

    “Isn’t it awfully short for a ditch?” 

    “It’s not done.” 

    “No kidding.” 

    “I suspect a judge would give me a hard time about it and maybe fine me, but the real issue here is the signage along the driveway: ‘No Trespassing,’ ‘Private Property,’ ‘Danger!’ ‘Do Not Enter!’ ‘Now Entering Minefield!’ ‘Beware of Dog,’ ‘Beware of Owner,’ and ‘Trespassers Will Be Shot, Survivors Will Be Shot Again.’  The pit is inside the fence, so anything happening to them when they ignore the warnings is their fault.  And a busted gate goes a long way toward their intent.” 

    “Is this going to court?” 

    “Maybe.  The deputy is taking Chuck’s pistol, complete with fingerprints, back to the station.  They may choose to charge him with a crime.  As for a civil suit, I called and spoke with Chuck’s father, Mr. Roberts.  He swore for a little bit—not at me, just in general.  In the end, we decided to settle this amicably.  He sent someone to recover the wreck.  Technically, we could make a case for it being my car Chuck wrecked, so we’re going to ignore the vehicular portion of the exercise.” 

    “He’s not going to try and fix it, is he?” she asked, surprised.  “I know he deals in used cars, but the thing is a charred ruin!  It would need Bronze to fix it!” 

    Even she wouldn’t try, Firebrand interjected, smugly.  Bronze agreed.  She could do it, but it would almost be easier to start with a steel block. 

    “You wouldn’t think gasoline would burn hot enough to do so much damage,” Phoebe added. 

    You wouldn’t think so, Firebrand agreed.  Phoebe pursed her lips and shot a look at the fireplace. 

    “Normally, no,” I confirmed.  “If they want to recycle it, they’ll need to take it to a smelting plant.” 

    “Sounds like an eventful day,” she decided, and moved to ruffle Gus’s face-fur.  “Who’s a good doggie?  Yes!  You are!  Yes, you are!”  Gus flagged his tail even harder and licked her face.  “Come on, fluffy.  We’re going to fetch!” 

    Gus bounced around in eagerness and thundered outside.  Today was turning out to be one of the best days ever for him.  Phoebe went to get her fetch equipment.  I play fetch with Gus by throwing a baseball.  She plays fetch with him by mounting a tennis ball on the end of an arrow and launching it. 

    “I’ll get back to my mirror in a bit,” she promised.  “Gus deserves some playtime.” 

    “Carry on,” I told her, and went back to replacing the last of the second floor windowpanes.

  


   
    Friday, June 5th, 1959 

      

    Phoebe not only spent a lot of time house-hunting, she also paid attention to other things.  She asked for the newspapers from Iowa City and Cedar Rapids, so I gate-fetched them for her.  I already attached a micro-gate to her mirror, but the frame isn’t set up to take a gate opening.  The mirror is only a scrying device with a bolt-on gate attachment for viewing other worlds. 

    The idea of moving somewhere—and having a say in where it was—really captured her attention.  I had to remind her to practice her flute after lunch.  I didn’t have to stand over her to make it stick, either.  She enjoys it, but she gets focused on other things and forgets her routine.  I know where she gets that tendency. 

    She came downstairs from a session with her mirror and found me in my lair.  Den.  Study.  The place where I usually sit to read. 

    “Pop?” 

    I looked up from the crossword with an encouraging look. 

    “Pop, could we go visit this place?  Swisher. I want to look at Prairie High in person.” 

    “Sure.  Got anything planned this afternoon?” 

    “No, sir.” 

    “Then we can leave after lunch and flute practice.” 

    So she practiced her flute. 

    Iowa may be different from northern California, both in construction styles and in attitude, but it’s not too jarring a change for someone who switches worlds like switching shoes.  We’ve lived in Kentucky, Texas, Michigan, South Dakota, and northern California—each in a different Earth—so she’s as adaptable as a kid in a military family.  Moreso, in some ways, since we’ve also spent time in other worlds on field trips.  She’s acquainted with Renaissance Florence, ancient China, 22nd-century Japan, Rome under Emperor Trajan, the American Old West, Victorian England—both the regular and the Extreme Steam versions—and a few human cities on Luna and Mars. 

    The Extreme Steam version of the Victorian Era is one of those worlds out in the void.  It’s not connected, as far as I can tell, to the usual Earthlines.  It doesn’t branch when I connect to it with a gate.  Yet, despite the differences, the similarities are profound. It’s not a possible history or an alternate history or whatever the regular Earthlines are.  It’s a… I don’t know what it is.  It’s one reason I think it is possible for a branch to form a sort of closed loop and continue as an independent universe. 

    She likes the high-tech places, but she’s more comfortable with things familiar.  I can’t say I blame her on either count.  It does make me wonder how high-tech she would prefer, as well as how we would slide into such a culture without setting off all sorts of red flags. 

    We shifted through the barn rather than step through my mirror.  This was mostly so we could bring a car, rather than rent or steal one. 

    Bronze drove us around so we could see the sights of Swisher—few—and we stopped by Prairie High, just south of Iowa City.  The local time zone was during the school year, so we got to meet the principal.  Phoebe was glad she bundled up.  The weather was particularly cold and the parking lot was icy.  It was a mark against the place, as far as she was concerned.  She doesn’t like the cold and I don’t like the heat.  On an icy day like this one, I was surprised the school was open, but maybe Iowans are used to it. 

    One of the office ladies showed us around the school.  I was half-expecting a one-room schoolhouse—I mean, it’s Iowa, after all—but it was surprisingly large.  Lots of concrete and tile, wide halls, depressing rooms, and sheet-metal lockers.  Very new, too, being constructed to contain a baby boom. 

    I tend to favor the late nineteen-forties through the fifties in worlds where the Allies won.  No computers to speak of, understandable human error in the paperwork, and a lack of forensic science are all to my advantage.  Plus a load of modern or semi-modern conveniences—telephones, automobiles, air travel, electricity, all those things.  It’s a couple of decades where my technological discomfort is outweighed by the societal advantages.  I still miss things like smartphones, next-day delivery, and looking up anything I want on the Internet, but I sometimes wonder if most of the high-tech consumer goods are more toys than tools. 

    I’m still not sure where or when I would live if I didn’t have things to hide from the locals. 

    On our tour of Swisher and Iowa City, Phoebe was happy to recognize many familiar things.  Traffic lights, telephones, road signs, and automobiles.  And, due to the familiarity, not at all excited.  People spoke the same language, albeit with variations in slang and accent, but nothing they couldn’t attribute to regional differences.  Fashion was very similar, but instead of a ponytail, girls her age favored a braid with a small, silky handkerchief tied around the end.  No poodle skirts, but pleats were popular, despite the winter chill in the air.  They accessorized with high, suede boots.  For many of the young men, leather jackets and jeans were popular, balanced by the more slacks-and-tie sorts.  The more well-dressed of the young gentlemen also tended to overcoats, scarves, and hats.  I suspect the leather-jacket types were wearing a lot of undershirts rather than just one.  I also suspect the skirt-wearers had some sort of leggings, but I’m not the type to go looking up a girl’s skirt. 

    If the leather jacket types are trying to express their independence by being rebels, why are they all doing it the same way?  Is it a unified rebellion?  Or are they simply unimaginative?  Maybe I don’t “get” this generation. 

    If I’m already a cranky old man, I should definitely avoid the sixties.  And the seventies.  And the eighties… 

    Phoebe and I finished our tour of the school and did more sightseeing.  The roads were relatively clear, but everything else had snow, sleet, slush, and ice.  We had an early dinner at a burger joint not too far from the school.  Another Krockburger instead of McDonalds, although the mascot was “Mr. Speed E. Burger,” a rocket-skating hamburger in a chef’s hat.  The worlds I’ve been to are about half and half on the name and have wide variations on the mascot. 

    “So, what do you think?” I inquired as we sat down with our trays. 

    “I think I could live here,” she decided.  “It’s nothing to get excited about, though.” 

    “I prefer the lack of excitement, but I understand your point.  I hadn’t intended to try living anywhere dangerous—or even ‘exciting,’ as you put it—until you were older.  Now I think on it, maybe you’ve grown up enough for it.” 

    “You mean it?” she asked, showing off a lot of white, even teeth.  “For reals, Pop?” 

    “For reals.  We still need a stable, safe, and quiet place to call home.  If something bites you, I want to be able to zip home and take care of it, not rely on what the locals call a hospital.” 

    “Then this place probably comes through like gangbusters.  Maybe Lazarus comes forth on Friday nights, but from what I’ve seen, it’s deadsville.” 

    “With such a ringing endorsement, how can I say no?” I grinned.  “We’ll have to find somewhere to live.  Have you been looking into it?” 

    “Some.  I got distracted by figuring out how this place is different.  Did you know the Russians have a Tsar?” 

    “Really?” I asked.  “Is it still a Romanov?” 

    “I think so.” 

    “How else are things different here?” 

    “Well…” she trailed off, thoughtfully slurping at a straw.  “There’s more alike than different.  There’s a different President.  President Holcombe, who I never heard of.  He’s Federalist, rather than Republican or Democrat.  I guess that’s normal, here.” 

    “Have you looked at a list of Presidents?  How long have the Federalists been a political party?  How many have there been?  How many major political parties do they have?” 

    “It didn’t occur to me to look. I know I’ll have to memorize a new list of Presidents again.  At least the first dozen are the same.  Oh!  Money.  Pop, do you have local money?” 

    “Yes.  George is still on the one-dollar bill and Lincoln on the five, but the designs are different.  Here.”  I handed her one of each and she examined them. 

    “These are bigger than ours,” she said, examining them one by one.  “The others.  The ones back at the house.” 

    “Yes.  How will this impact us?” 

    “What?” 

    “The size of the bills.  How will it change things?” 

    “We have to get new money?” 

    “Not a problem.  But the fact they’re about six by nine inches—how will that make us adapt?” 

    “Uhm.  They’ll still fit in my handbag, when I carry one.” 

    “Maybe your handbag will come with a pocket to act as a money holder?” I suggested.  “I’ll need a larger wallet, since my current one is smaller than required.  Look around.  See other people?  The gentleman at the counter.  His wallet doesn’t fold.  It’s more like a small folio.  They don’t fold their money, but press it flat.  Money is stacked inside it and the wallet closes on it, like the covers of a book.  See how he fits it into an inside jacket pocket?  Do you see anyone with a wallet in a hip pocket?” 

    “No.  They don’t fold money.” 

    “Maybe they do, but the middle-class sorts I see in here have their money pressed flat.  The exception is the scruffy gentleman at the counter.  His money still spends, but the staff aren’t giving him the same level of service.” 

    “Crumpled money is from poor people?” she guessed. 

    “People who can’t or won’t use a wallet,” I suggested.  “Maybe it’s a mark of social station rather than economic standing.  We don’t know for sure, yet.  It would seem they don’t have hard-and-fast social classes, but money definitely talks.  They mostly take good care of it, even the smaller bills.  Even so, I don’t know how it would look if I had crumpled money.  We should find out, but until we do, no folded or creased bills if we can help it.” 

    “So the difference in the money changes some clothes and customs.  It also affects how people see us.” 

    “Little things,” I reminded her.  “They can be clues to much bigger things.” 

    “I get the idea, but not how this affects us.” 

    “We have to blend in, remember.  There may be any number of little things to trip us up.  When you were younger, you could get away with not being perfectly fluent in all the little customs of a new culture.  Now we can only be as strange as someone from elsewhere in the same country.  That’s pretty strange, but there are still common elements we may miss.” 

    “Right.  Got it.  Or… couldn’t we be foreigners?  From another country?” 

    “Only until we encounter someone else from that country.  We’ll get tripped up trying to memorize another culture while learning in another one.” 

    “Ah.  Hmm.  Good point.” 

    “Now, did you bother to check on what my dinner prospects look like?” 

    “No, I didn’t.  I’m sorry.  You usually handle finding villains on your own.” 

    “So think about it,” I advised.  “What are my options?” 

    “Well, there’s a lot of undeveloped land around.  I’d guess there are things out there to hunt.  Deer, hogs, maybe bears, coyotes, wolves, and cougars.  I’m not sure what’s native to the region.” 

    “And for my more important meals?” 

    “Two major cities.  I’m sure you can find a grundy old fossil with dirty hands.” 

    “Fair point.  Statistically speaking, anyway.  Do you want to do the research and make dinner reservations?” I asked.  She shook her head. 

    “No, sir!  I’m not ready for that kind of responsibility.” 

    “I’m not sure I am either, but it has to be done.” 

    “You do all right,” she assured me.  “Better than I can. I don’t see inside people like you do.” 

    “Just checking.  You done with those fries?  I need to get back and take a trip to the sheriff’s office.” 

    “Still working on them, but you can have half.  Why the cop shop, Pop?” 

    “I need to check in and see if Chuck in jail.  We’ve got the gun with his fingerprints on it, after all.” 

    “His friends won’t be good witnesses.” 

    “I’m not sure they’re smart enough to successfully lie under cross-examination.” 

    “Maybe not, but his father is pretty well-off.  He might already have a lawyer arguing about whether or not Chuck can be arrested at all.  For all we know, he already made bail.” 

    “Could be.  Regardless, I also need to drop off a note and establish a paper trail.  Official notice of how I suspect Chuck and the Chuckleheads to hold a grudge, they’ve already demonstrated a lack of respect for my property, and I have a teenage daughter living in my house.  If they show up unannounced, I’ll assume they’re there for no good purpose and shoot them.  I doubt the Sheriff will like it, but he may also warn the Chuckleheads and their parents I mean business, because this could turn into an extremely mean business.” 

    “If you kill any of them—or even disappear them—we have to move, don’t we?” 

    “Not until you say so.  This is what happens when I’m not trying too hard to be subtle.” 

    She made a noise, something between a snort and a suppressed giggle, a sort of snerk! sound.  I ignored this with dignity and continued. 

    “I won’t ignore them being jerks and I won’t stand for being jerked around,” I added. 

    “So much for mild-mannered Mr. Kent,” she smirked.  “Can I work a little magic to calm things down?” 

    “Sure.  Let’s see how it works out.” 

    “I don’t like it when you say such things, Pop.” 

    “It’ll build character,” I assured her. 

    “Now I’m really uncomfortable.” 

    “Life can be like that.” 

      

    Gus and Firebrand reported a quiet day at home.  No signs of maniacs trying to bash down the new, heavier gate, for which I was duly grateful.  The pit trap wasn’t armed. 

    The new gate is steel, not wood, although it has a wood veneer.  I also reinforced the posts.  Okay, I replaced the posts.  They look like iron-banded wood.  The iron banding holds the wood together, all right—around steel I-beams sunk six feet in dirt and concrete. 

    I also added an electric opening mechanism.  It doesn’t swing open anymore.  A chain drive now rolls the gate to the side.  Outside the gate, there’s a post with a switch for visitors.  The switch also rings the doorbell.  If it’s unlocked, you can pull up close to the gate and the tires will trigger a buried pressure switch to open the gate and ring a different tone in the doorbell. 

    Phoebe went up to her workroom to do more observing.  She doesn’t usually get to play with an interuniversal scrying mirror.  Even the micro-gate is expensive when it’s a brute-force thing, and setting it up to move around at the far end is far more complicated than a regular spell. 

    It took me years to finally perfect that little add-on, and it’s power-intensive.  Normally, a gate has to be immobile relative to its locus.  You lock on to a keyhole and the gate forms inside it.  If someone opens the door, it changes your view.  But if you sent a scrying spell through, it still sends back the sight and sound, fuzzier and more distorted as you move the point of view farther from the gate. 

    If the far end doesn’t have a locus, whatever you’re using as a gate focus also appears there through brute force.  I once—okay, several times—opened small gates to do nasty things to far-away priests.  The gates were locked into position, held in place relative to the spatial coordinates where they appeared.  But they were physically present, and that was the key to figuring out how to move them!  Since a brute-force gate is there as well as here, it can be affected by things, including spells to move it! 

    Now I can move the gate opening.  I don’t need to keep the scrying spell close to the gate—or, rather, I don’t worry about getting it too far from the gate since I’m moving the gate, instead. 

    There are drawbacks to it, of course.  The tiny hoop of iridium can be seen, since it’s physically present in both places.  Since I’m using a scrying spell, I can usually hide the iridium ring somewhere; its orientation doesn’t affect my ability to see all around it.  Of course, it can’t go through solid objects, but I can usually get around that by moving the scrying sensor through the barrier to look around, turning it all off, and retargeting the gate on the far side.  Inconvenient, but doable, as long as I don’t mind a potential time-skip. 

    The bigger issue is it’s a massive power hog.  Most of the basement generator’s converted output goes straight to Phoebe’s mirror.  It’s no larger than a pinprick and it still eats up energy.  If I didn’t have two rooftops gone black in every part of the spectrum except visible light, we might have a local power budget problem. 

    I was getting myself put together to drive into town and visit the Sheriff when the doorbell rang. 

    “Firebrand?” 

    Sheriff Peterson.  He wants to talk about the Chuckleheads. 

    “Ah.  This could save me a trip.” 

    I met him at the door and we sat in the living room.  He didn’t come about my complaint, but about Chuck’s complaint.  Apparently, Gus is a slavering monster willing to savage anyone or anything and should be put down as a menace.  It amused me how Chuck failed to mention driving into a pit trap or attempting to shoot my dog.  Phoebe’s dog. 

    The subject of our discussion greeted the Sheriff at the door with me, sniffed him, and wagged.  During our talk, Gus lay on the floor, head resting on my feet. 

    “He’s a guard dog,” I reiterated.  “Charles and his friends rammed their car through my gate and into a hole.  Gus did exactly what he was supposed to do.  If he hadn’t come growling and snarling at them, I’d get a new dog.  Besides, none of them were mauled, savaged, or even bitten, were they?” 

    “They say it’s because they stayed out of reach, but I take your point.  I have a question or two about the hole, though, now you mention it.” 

    “If you’re asking if I dug a hole on my own property—yes.  I did.  It’s my land and I’ll dig a hole wherever I like.  On an unrelated note, I posted all sorts of signs to warn people away.  If they trespass, it’s their problem.” 

    “I’m not saying it isn’t.  It just seems a little extreme.” 

    “They’re not driving down my dirt road in the middle of the night, roaring onto the paved driveway, and skidding around my circle drive while blowing the horn, yelling, and firing a pistol in the air.  That kind of thing annoys me, Sheriff, and can frighten my daughter.  It stimulates bad memories and makes me want to return fire—and I’m a much better shot.  I think I’ve shown more than reasonable restraint.” 

    I carefully didn’t say anything about how they’d never done anything I described.  I only said they weren’t doing it. 

    “A pit still seems a bit much, Mr. Kent,” he persisted.  He tried to sound determined and maybe even reproving, but his heart wasn’t in it.  I shrugged. 

    “I don’t see how you can arrest them for inconveniencing me, since it’s my word against theirs.  I set matters up so any offender would punish himself.  If I’d placed ornamental stones around the perimeter of the yard to rip out an oil pan when driven over, it would be just as much their fault, but we wouldn’t be having this discussion, would we?” 

    He shook his head, but not in disagreement.  He sighed heavily.  Gus got up, came over, and put his head on the Sheriff’s lap.  Peterson scratched him behind the ears and Gus wagged his tail. 

    “Clearly, we’re not going to agree about digging traps in your yard.” 

    “Alleged traps.  And I’ve filled it in.” 

    “Let’s not have any more and we’ll say no more about it, eh?” 

    “Certainly, Sheriff.  And Gus?” 

    “If you’ve got his shot records, I’d like to make sure he’s had them.  If nothing else, I can honestly say I checked.  Clearly, though, he’s a good dog.” 

    Gus wagged his tail harder.  I fetched the local shot records and the Sheriff nodded over them. 

    “All right.  In the future, you’ll give us a call if—what did you call them?” 

    “The Chuckleheads.” 

    “If the Chuckleheads give you any more grief, call us, will you?” 

    I hesitated and the Sheriff looked at me with a keen eye. 

    “Look, Sheriff.  Right now, I have four hoodlums who think I’m the cause of their pain and suffering.  It doesn’t matter they brought this on themselves.  They tried to walk over me and I didn’t lay down for them, so they suffered.  They think I’m their nemesis.  They’ll be back, I know they will.  So I can promise to call you the moment I’m aware of their presence, but unless you plan to be here a few seconds later…” 

    “I or a deputy will be here as quickly as possible.” 

    “Yes, Sheriff.  I know.  I’m just saying I won’t hide in the basement and hope they don’t break down the door.  I don’t have a hole for them to drive into.  I do have a guard dog and a shotgun—and a daughter.” 

    I conveniently left the role of my daughter vague.  Let him think I needed to defend her, rather than think she would be in the same category as a guard dog or shotgun. 

    “Just be careful, Mr. Kent.  Don’t do anything you’ll regret.” 

    “I’ll make every effort, Sheriff.  I promise.  But when the enemy came out of the mist with fixed bayonets… I didn’t hesitate then.  I won’t hesitate now.  All I can promise is the first shot will be a warning shot and the second shot will be aimed low.  I won’t be responsible for what happens after that.” 

    He shook his head and collected his hat.  Gus and I walked out onto the porch with him.  I waved goodbye.  Gus sat next to me until he was out of sight, then looked up at me. 

    “Yeah, you did good.  Come on.”  There were belly rubs.  I also opened a can instead of pouring something from a bag.

  


   
    Saturday, June 6th, 1959 

      

    We did our morning combat, focusing on sparring after our warmup.  I didn’t hit her hard, but I did hit her harder than usual.  She took it like a champ and it seemed to focus her attention more than before.  Afterward, we discussed the bruises while treating them.  I brought up the idea she should grow more accustomed to injury. 

    “If it hurts, I hit ’em harder, Pop.” 

    “A good philosophy, in general.  So answer me this.  Do you want to find out what it’s like to have a broken bone?  In advance, I mean.  Personally, I’d rather you knew what to expect before some ugly bruiser snaps something.” 

    “I know spells for broken bones.” 

    “Not in the middle of a fight, you don’t.” 

    “Fair.”  She pondered for a moment.  “Do you fix it afterward?” 

    “Only the first one.  After that, you do.  I want you to be able to go out, lose a fight, escape, and lick your own wounds.  I don’t expect you to do it right now, but I’d like to work up to it.  It’s an ideal to shoot for.  You’re old enough to decide for yourself.  Are you content with your capabilities in this regard?  Or do you want to move into the more advanced, real-world applications?” 

    “I thought all this had real-world application!” 

    “It does.  There’s a difference between being able to defend yourself and being ready to go to war.” 

    “Do I need to go to war?” she asked, anxiously. 

    “I sure as hell hope not,” I sighed.  “You’re too nice.” 

    “Can I think about it?” 

    “Of course.  Go shower and finish the bruises.  I’ll get the table ready and finish my planning for the game.” 

    Phoebe knows personal cleaning spells, but she generally only uses one for her hair.  Long hair is a lot of work.  I’m not sure if her preference for a shower comes from growing up with me or not.  There are lots of ways we’re similar, and none of them are genetic. 

    Then again, she enjoys a hot shower, just two degrees short of skin removal.  She likes being boiled alive, which I simply do not comprehend.  After she takes a shower, she opens her bathroom door and a swamp dragon breathes fog through it.  The thing lairs in her bathroom, I know it does, but I can’t find it. 

    Her bathroom has its own water heater, plus an electric point-of-use heater.  The conventional water heater is set as high as it will go, but still runs out of water before Phoebe is done.  Since it’s in a cupboard, it’s impractical to make it larger, so I added two electric ones.  One preheats the water going into the water heater, the other heats the cold-water line.  Between all three, she has hot water for one shower. 

    I’m quite proud of the arrangement.  There’s not one spell in the whole setup.  Well, not for temperature.  The usual care and maintenance spells are on everything. 

    After her cleanup, she and Bronze drove to the grocery store.  Rodney was already at work on the yard, running a gasoline-powered version of a reel mower.  I checked on the sandwich situation and realized why Phoebe was running to the store.  Lunch is an unofficial part of Rodney’s yard-mowing deal. 

    I made sure the dining room table had the battle map ready, as well as the peculiar polyhedral dice they don’t yet make in this world.  They’re anachronistic enough in themselves, never mind the usual plastics.  I found metal ones, instead. 

    I sat behind my cardboard screen and worked on the finishing touches.  The Lair of the Goblin King was a long time ago.  Lots of little monsters.  Their characters were ready for the Pass of Longmarch, with all the orcs, ogres, and hill giants.  A few big monsters, and more clues as to the Big Bad Guy manipulating things behind the scenes.  It’s a tricky balance, giving them challenges to stretch their capabilities without overwhelming them.  Sometimes, you just have to let them grind through some relatively pointless stuff until they get back on track. 

    Kind of a metaphor for life, that. 

    Phoebe returned with additional supplies.  I carried the majority of the groceries into the kitchen while she laid out snacks and drinks.  Phoebe made Rodney his sandwiches.  Initially, Rodney only negotiated for cash, since he comes from an extremely poor family.  He’s a twelve-year-old, mowing yards professionally so the family has more income. He damn well deserves to be fed.  I’m probably paying him more than the job is worth, too, but I defy anyone to stop me.  I’m cantankerous, stubborn, and armed. 

    I’ve invited him to sit and play with us, but he has other yards to mow.  This saddens me.  He’s a clever, go-getter type of kid, and Phoebe enjoys helping him learn things he should be learning in school.  He finishes the yard, eats the sandwiches, and Phoebe helps him with reading, ’riting, and ’rithmatic.  She always sends him on his way with a book, too, and he always brings them back. 

    And, uh… well… okay, now you mention it, he might be growing up a little stronger, straighter, and tougher than might be expected for an impoverished, underfed little boy.  At least, he is now.  Not by much, maybe, but enough to offset some situational disadvantages.  It’s amazing, the nutritional products you can find in a starfaring civilization.  Some of them look just like brownies.  Or lunchmeat.  Or can be surreptitiously added to a sandwich. 

    I’m an evil, manipulative bastard and, in this matter, I have no regrets. 

    I put groceries away while Phoebe was out with Rodney.  Sometimes she helps him with school-type work, but today they were playing with a solar-powered Martian rover.  The controls use tubes, not transistors, so the wheeled “toy” is only a toy, not a multimillion-dollar piece of hardware Phoebe brought back from one of our field trips. 

    Hey, nobody was using it.  I even had to fix it.  It’s salvage! 

    Phoebe enjoyed playing with it when she was younger.  Now Rodney kept driving it around while Phoebe came in to answer the phone.  I heard her end of the discussion.  I put a couple of jars of peanut butter in a cabinet while Gus looked longingly up at me. 

    “Hey, Pop?” 

    “Later,” I promised Gus.  “What’s up, Punkin?” 

    “Cameron won’t be with us tonight.” 

    “Aww.  You guys really need both your combat machines.  Jimmy’s paladin can’t carry the load alone.  The Pass of Longmarch is combat-heavy.” 

    “Is there anywhere else we can go?” she asked, moving to help with the groceries she’d brought in.  I didn’t address the issue of her leaving everything on the kitchen counter. 

    “I guess you could investigate the local troubles.  There’s the rumor about a cave of bugs.” 

    “Eww.” 

    “Better to squish bugs than be squished by giants.” 

    “Fair point.  Don’t you want to know why Cameron can’t come?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “He’s up at the church.” 

    “Exorcism?” 

    “Revival, Pop!” 

    “They’re reviving him?  Remarkable.  Raising the dead is an impressive spell.  I have to be right there and ready when it happens.  Even then it depends a lot on what killed them.  It’s more an advanced resuscitation, I guess.  Tricky stuff.” 

    I sorted out the meat on the counter.  Deep freeze, freezer, refrigerator, or frying pan?  Hamburger for the pan, steaks for the refrigerator… and Gus still looking imploringly at me.  He pawed at my leg, whining slightly.  I shot him a look with the thought, I said later! 

    “No, silly.  The church revival.  His doctor says it’s a miracle.  They’re all excited about the way his back’s getting better.” 

    “His back?” 

    “His spine,” she corrected. 

    “Ah.  I imagine they are pretty excited.” 

    “His father’s in town for the weekend.  There’s a visiting big shot from Sacramento who’s going to pray over him.” 

    “A little late,” I muttered.  Louder, I added, “He’ll be fine.” 

    “You’re the one who put the spell on him, so yeah, I know he will.  Mrs. Kimura was at the market with Elwood.  Elwood told me about it and warned me Cameron wasn’t going to make the game.  Elwood might not, either, since his mother is making religious noises.” 

    “Dang.  That’s two.  We may have to cancel.” 

    “Jimmy, Perry, and me make three.” 

    “We’ll hope they both make it.” 

    Phoebe left me to finish while she paid Rodney the cash and exchanged a new book for the old.  Rodney thanked her for everything, especially for letting him play with her electric toy.  Then he was off to the next yard job on his… what do you call the thing?  It’s a homemade skateboard with one large wheel at either end and a T-bar handle at the front.  A scooter?  He rode it with one foot on and pushed with the other.  I guess it’s a scooter.  Phoebe let him eat and drink while she pushed our power mower into the barn for him, then waved as he scooted off.  She came into the kitchen to help me finish putting things away. 

    “Pop, how is it you get away with regenerating someone’s spine and I get reprimanded for popping Edna’s zippers?” 

    “Oh, that’s easy.  First, you started it with a prank.  After that, we suspended the rules.  Second, I’m not pranking him.  I’m actively helping him.  The first was mischievous.  The second is beneficial.  More obvious, but beneficial.  People will still react badly.” 

    “They seem happy about it.” 

    “Of course.  Cameron’s spine is regenerating and any secondary damage should be gone by now.  Hallelujah, he will walk again.  And when they’re done with the whole praise-and-glory routine, they’ll go back to acting like suspicious, self-centered, narrow-minded bigots.  They might even make it part of their religious huzzahs.” 

    “You really don’t trust people, do you, Pop?” 

    “People?  No.  A person?  Maybe.  Groups are different.  Any group greater than three is untrustworthy.” 

    “It seems an awfully small number,” she told me. 

    “I was originally thinking two, but I gave them the benefit of the doubt.” 

    “I still don’t think we need to leave.” 

    “I noticed.  Where do we keep cantaloupe?” 

    “I’m cutting it up for a fruit tray.  You go fine-tune the adventure for tonight.” 

      

    Elwood made it to the game.  His father isn’t as religious as his mother—His upbringing might have something to do with it.  Mr. Kimura is a third-generation American by way of Japan.  Mr. Kimura left the Saturday revival service optional for Elwood, so he elected to be here. 

    Phoebe, Elwood, Jimmy, and Perry made it through the mines and dealt with the skinbag bug infestation.  Perry had to bring his twelve-year-old sister, Amanda.  He was tasked with babysitting her for the afternoon.  On the upside, she was quite content to sit at the table beside me, listen to what was happening, and roll dice for me.  She also asked occasional questions, which everyone—except Perry—took great delight in answering. 

    We may have another player, soon.  Score! 

    There wasn’t a lot of call for Phoebe’s thief to shine.  There were no traps, no locks, and not much in the way of sneaking.  Perry’s wizard was invaluable.  Fireballs are fantastic against swarms of skittering little bugs.  Jimmy stuck a sword through a dead-but-moving former miner and bugs crawled out the hole, up the sword, and toward his gauntlet.  

    Consider.  How does one swat bugs if they get inside your armor?  Jimmy’s paladin may be immune to fear, but it was a wonderful moment of panic for the players.  It was almost as bad as when Elwood’s cleric hit a bug-infested former miner.  His head exploded in a wide splatter of clear goo and a whole flood of fast, skittering bugs.  Swarms poured out as the skin-suit they animated deflated! 

    The skinbag bugs creeped out all the players.  I was pleased.  Strangely, Amanda didn’t seem fazed in the slightest. 

    “Can the bugs eat people when they crawl on them?  Or burrow into them?” she asked. 

    “That’s an excellent question,” I told her.  “Maybe they’ll find out!” 

    “Stop helping him!” Perry demanded. 

    Ah, little sisters. 

    After the final fight, we started organizing stuff for departure.  Most families don’t have a spare car to lend their teenager for several hours, so they carpool when they can.  We went on to the awarding of experience points and consuming the last of the munchables before the farewells.  Sadly, bug swarms are not known for hoarding treasure, although there are occasionally incidental items left over.  The remains of a previous adventuring party, for example.  Another moment of creepiness for them.  “That could have been us,” kind of thing. 

    My players disappeared, one via bicycle and the rest by automobile, until only Phoebe was left. 

    “Who was on the phone?” I asked. 

    “It was Cameron.  He was wondering how the game went.” 

    “Did you tell him?” 

    “No.  He was hoping to come visit.” 

    “It’s almost eight o’clock.  Are they home or still at church?” 

    “They’re at home.  The church thing went until just a little while ago.  He called right after.  I said I’d try to come get him, if it’s all right with you.” 

    “I’m game, but how’s his father feel about it?” 

    “Cameron said he’d deal with it.  So, can I go get him?” 

    “Fine by me.  Sunset should be over by the time you’re back.  I’ll try to be ready, but be prepared to make excuses and stall if I’m not.” 

    “I’ll take my time.  Thanks, Pop!” 

    I stood in the shower a little later, waiting for the transformation to run its course.  I don’t know how many houses in this era have a bathroom vent fan, but mine does.  Being constantly sluiced with water helps the smell and the fan takes care of the rest of it.  I wanted to install one in Phoebe’s bathroom, too, but she likes the sauna effect.  Ah, well.  Since we were expecting a guest, I finished up, dressed, and headed downstairs to read for a while. 

    Around nine, I started to wonder where they were.  A quick query to Bronze told me they were still at Cameron’s house.  She didn’t know why.  I figured Cameron wasn’t allowed out, so Phoebe stayed to visit.  It’s the sort of thing she would do.  I do need to impress on her the idea of checking in when plans change, though.  Teenagers. 

    She made it home by ten.  She came into my study to see me and was oddly thoughtful.  I looked up from my book. 

    “Something wrong, Punkin?” 

    “Just thinking.” 

    “I have a penny if you’re willing to sell a thought.” 

    “Pop, Cameron knows you fixed him.” 

    “My surprise can hardly be measured.” 

    “He’s also having to…” she trailed off, twirling her left hand as though churning a bunch of words.  “Everyone thinks it’s a miracle.  They’re all saying how it’s God’s will and stuff.” 

    “So?” 

    “Cameron has to keep his lip zipped and pretend he believes it, too.  It’s hard on him, knowing they’re wrong.” 

    “Who says they’re wrong?” I asked. 

    “Huh?” 

    “Don’t grunt.  It’s a privilege reserved for your elders.” 

    “What do you mean?” she tried. 

    “God, as they define ‘god,’ is a triple-omni being, yes?” 

    “Omnipotent, omniscient…” she trailed off again.  “Dang it, I know this one.” 

    “Omnipresent,” I supplied. 

    “That’s the other one.” 

    “So, postulating an all-powerful, all-knowing, all-pervading God, who’s to say I’m not the unwitting agent of His—or Her, or Its—divine will?  Maybe I was meant to fix Cameron for the greater glory of Whoever and the incidental happiness of an individual.” 

    Phoebe’s face was a study. 

    “So, God told you to fix Cameron?” 

    “If so, I didn’t notice.  Since we’re talking about Cameron’s god, who’s to say He didn’t manipulate events to see to it I fixed him?  ‘O depth of riches, and wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable His judgments, and untraceable His ways!’ and so on.” 

    “I thought it was ‘The Lord works in mysterious ways’?” 

    “That’s from a poem, not the Bible.” 

    “Let me get this straight.  Cameron doesn’t need to feel like he’s lying to people because even if God didn’t reach down and lay an almighty finger on him, God could still have arranged things so you would do the fixing?” 

    “If we’re dealing with an omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent spirit?  Are you saying it couldn’t work out that way?” 

    “Huh.  I guess it could.  Did it?” 

    “Good question.  I have no idea.  I’m told He works in mysterious ways.” 

    Phoebe looked troubled and paced a little, still frowning in thought.  I continued reading. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Hmm?” 

    “What’s the story with God, anyway?” 

    “We have several religious texts around the house.  Pick one.” 

    “Yeah, but what do you think?” 

    “Ah.”  I closed my book on one finger.  “That’s a bit complicated.” 

    “How?” 

    “I’ve never met God.  Not so I noticed,” I amended.  “I might not, if He’s incognito.  So I don’t have proof, one way or the other.  I have circumstantial evidence of such a being, but no proof.” 

    “Such as?” 

    “Angels exist.  Other celestial entities also exist—things you might call ‘gods,’ of the more pantheonic, non-omnipotent sort.  Holy ground and true believers in an Almighty seem to channel celestial energies of a sort to which I am sensitive, but the lesser gods—if we want to call them that—don’t generally bother me too much unless someone is focusing hard.  But if there exists the God—the definitive article, you might say—then He, She, or It hasn’t chosen to inform me directly.” 

    “I see.” 

    “I’m glad someone does.  I don’t have a clear picture of it, myself.” 

    “So… Pop?” 

    “Go on.” 

    “You hunt down really bad people, right?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “One might even say they’re, uhm… evil people?” 

    “An argument can be made.” 

    “So, is that what vampires are for?  I mean, is it why vampires exist?” 

    “Another good question,” I told her, pleased.  “There are several kinds of vampire.  Different species, you might say.  They run the gamut between rational free will and bestial instinct, with equally wide variations in their powers.  My particular sort are free-willed creatures.” 

    “You’re not required to eat bad guys?” 

    “Required?  No.  But any world I’m in, I choose to make it a slightly better place by finding someone who is making it a materially worse place and removing him.” 

    “That makes more sense,” she replied, nodding to herself. 

    “Did you not understand it before?” 

    “Sort of, but not quite.  I always thought you had to eat bad people.” 

    “No, I can eat anyone I choose to.”  I opened my book again. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Hmm?” 

    “Thank you.” 

    “For what?” 

    “Being you.” 

    “That’s hardly worthy of thanks.  One might say I have no choice in the matter.” 

    “Or say you have lots of choices and you define yourself by them.” 

    “I suppose that’s one way to look at it,” I agreed.  “Speaking of choices, do you want to call Cameron and give him the predestination idea so he can sleep better?” 

    “Predestination?” 

    “If God set it up so I’d heal him, I don’t have free will in the matter, do I?  I was merely an instrument, so God gets all the credit.  It might put his mind at ease.” 

    “Oh.  It’s late, but I suppose I should try.  He has to be in church again tomorrow morning.” 

    “Then he can go with a clear conscience.  And ask him if he wants help with his physical therapy, when you speak to him.” 

    “Okay, Pop.” 

    She sat there and fidgeted for another few minutes while I read some more.  Eventually, she spoke up again. 

    “Pop?” 

    “This is a tough chapter.” 

    “What are you reading?” 

    “A book on anti-gravity.  I can’t put it down.” 

    Phoebe rolled her eyes. 

    “Seriously, Pop!” 

    “Bionic Bug, by Natasha Bajema.  Sci-fi technothriller mystery.  I think it’s good, but I’ve had some distractions.” 

    “Sorry, Pop.” 

    “It’ll wait.  What’s on your mind, Punkin?” 

    “Um.  About Cameron?” 

    “What about him?” 

    “Would you… I mean, when he can walk, I guess… Well, I don’t know if I’m being shallow or not, but I always thought it would be kind of… I like Cameron, and I didn’t want to presume to ask you to fix him before…” 

    “You like Cameron and want to know if it would be okay to date him.” 

    “Yessir,” she agreed.  I closed my book and set it aside. 

    “Before we get into whether or not it would ‘be okay’ to have a romantic interest in Cameron, I have questions.” 

    “Yes, sir?” Phoebe asked, tentatively, shifting from foot to foot.  I have one article of comfortable furniture in my study.  This discourages lengthy explanations.  People tend to get to the point when they have to stand around. 

    “Why didn’t you consider Cameron as a potential romantic interest before?” 

    “Uh… because he’s in a wheelchair?” 

    “Does this make him less of a human being?” 

    “Well, no.  I guess not.” 

    “I agree.  He’s an excellent player, for example.  He seems bright.  From what I gather, he’s a decent person.  In point of fact, for anything not involving his legs, I’d wager he’s above average.” 

    “Yeah, but his legs don’t work.” 

    “Sweetheart, if you like him, why didn’t you ask me to fix him?  They’re my rules, but I can approve an exception, like Diane.  Or, even better, why didn’t you ask permission to fix him yourself?” 

    Phoebe’s mouth fell open.  I don’t think it even occurred to her.  Her first thought was an internal shout of realization:  I can make people walk again! 

    “You know the spells,” I corrected, aloud.  “I’d suggest a gradual process, personally.  Let doctors see the gradual healing going on in the spinal canal and the slow regeneration of the intervertebral discs.  After a year or so of bones and their attendant bits sorting themselves out, a few nerve fibers can spontaneously reconnect.  Then we can have a lot of physiotherapy and maybe some pseudo-science excuse, like electrical stimulation therapy to explain why the rest of it is coming together.  You could have repaired him completely in two years with no more fuss than a couple of scientific papers on the subject.” 

    “But…” she trailed off, perplexed. 

    “But what?” 

    “Wouldn’t that violate the rules?” 

    “Potentially,” I agreed.  “I’m willing to grant exceptions if you have a good reason and a good cover story, especially if it leads to your happiness.  What I’m concerned about right now is why you didn’t seriously consider Cameron before this.  Was it the wheelchair?  Was that the major stumbling block in your ability to see him as a person instead of a cripple?” 

    “Pop, I—” 

    “No, don’t answer.  It’s one of those internalized questions.  Don’t rationalize to me.  Ask yourself.  Come up with an answer to satisfy you.  When you have your answer, ask another question:  If the answer is true, what kind of person are you?” 

    “Am I building character again?” she asked, unhappy. 

    “With a hammer,” I agreed.  “Now, while you’re thinking about that, whatever happened to Paul?  He can walk, last I checked.” 

    “We’ve gone out with friends,” she admitted.  “He’s nice, but…” 

    “But?” I prompted.  “What’s the matter?  Does he kiss like a fish?” 

    “That’s not it!” 

    “So he’s a great kisser?” 

    “Pop!” 

    “Don’t tell me you haven’t even kissed him?” 

    “I—well… yes.  He’s okay, I guess.” 

    “So what’s the problem?” 

    “You’re not going to lecture me about kissing a boy?” 

    “If you’re kissing a boy, no doubt he’s been a good boy and deserves a smooch.  If you’re kissing a man, he’s obviously a good man and worthy of your kisses.  If you kiss someone unworthy, I presume you have your reasons.  I fail to see how the whys and wherefores of the kisses you bestow are any of my business.” 

    Phoebe looked at me with an unreadable expression.  I felt she was surprised and flattered at my opinion, but she kept a grip on her features.  I picked up my book again. 

    “Pop, Paul’s an okay guy.  I like him.  It’s just… he has attitudes.” 

    “Attitudes?” 

    “He thinks married women shouldn’t have jobs—maybe all women, married or not.  They should stay home and look after their man like… like… like it’s their purpose in life?  No, like it’s their function.” 

    “I’m not surprised.  In this time and place, the traditional gender roles decree the men go out and do the breadwinning.  Women tend to stay at home, mind the house, raise the children, and that’s it.  Which is fine if that’s what you want to do.”  I flipped through my book to find my spot.  “Is it what you want to do?” 

    “Pop… I can do that, if I have to, I guess.  I’m pretty sure I don’t want to.” 

    “Fine by me,” I replied, and looked down at my book again. 

    “Am I weird?” she persisted. 

    “You grew up,” I told her, not bothering to look up from my book, “in a household including your ancient vampire father, a dragon-spirit sword, a celestial entity in the car, an infinite darkness you wear as a dress, field trips to other realities, and occasional visits from the Monster Under the Bed.  You haven’t had a standard upbringing in any way.  You didn’t have a choice about being weird.  It’s not your fault.  But you’ve learned to fake normal beautifully,” I finished.  I licked a fingertip and turned a page. 

    “Thanks, Pop.  Does this mean I don’t have to be a housewife?” 

    “Punkin, you can be President if you set your mind to it.  Or Empress of the Moon.  You could be a scientist, an engineer, a poet, or the most beautiful assassin in the world.  Whatever it is you want to do, I’ll back you.  You’ll do what you want to do, and I have no doubt you’ll do it well, whatever it is.” 

    “Thanks, Pop,” she repeated, softly. 

    “So, about Cameron?” I asked, glancing up and raising an eyebrow. 

    “Yes, Pop?” 

    “On the subject of Cameron and other possible romantic interests:  You can date whoever you want, Punkin.  My only advice is to pick someone you think will be good to you.” 

    Unspoken was the clear implication he better be good to her.  Phoebe did not miss the undertone. 

    “You think Cameron will be a good guy?” she asked, anxiously. 

    “Probably, but if you don’t date him, how will you find out?  That’s what dating is for.  Now go try to call him.  If you can’t get him tonight, try in the morning.  If you have to, you can even go to church to see him.  It’s all up to you.  You’re a young lady, now, not a child.  At your age, my job as father is mostly to be here in the back if you need me.” 

    She leaned over one arm of the chair and kissed me on the cheek. 

    “You’re the best, Pop.” 

    “Only because I try so hard,” I replied.  “Run along.”

  


   
    Sunday, June 7th, 1959 

      

    Phoebe didn’t get hold of him last night, so she went to church with Cameron this morning.  She also invited him to lunch at our house.  She told me her plan during our morning exercise so I could veto it if necessary.  I didn’t see any harm in it.  Diane would miss us at Caramel’s, but at least we wouldn’t have to worry about whether or not the Chuckleheads were lying in wait.  As for Cameron having lunch at our place, I don’t know how much family argument involved, but Cameron came alone.  That is, he sat in the front seat with Phoebe while his wheelchair rode in the trunk. 

    Bronze likes a big trunk.  For some unknown reason, hers are light-tight and big enough for bodies.  The wheelchair fits. 

    Cameron was doing surprisingly well.  His legs were woefully underdeveloped, but they moved.  They weren’t a hindrance in moving from car to chair, and might even have been a little bit helpful. 

    Lunch was a bit awkward, though.  Phoebe had no problem making conversation—the whole adventure with the skinbag bugs was fresh on her mind.  Cameron, on the other hand, kept glancing sideways at me and didn’t have much to contribute to the conversation.  From under the table, Gus plopped his head on Cameron’s lap and looked at him expectantly.  Cameron obliged by dropping the occasional bite of something.  It’s hard to be unhappy when a dog is looking at you adoringly and wagging his tail hard enough to fan the tablecloth. 

    “Cameron?” I asked, as Phoebe started to clear the table. 

    “Sir?” 

    “Is there something you want to say or ask?” 

    “No?  Sir.” 

    “Are you asking me or telling me?” 

    “I was wondering why, sir,” he admitted. 

    “Why what?” 

    “Why… this.”  He gestured at his legs.  Gus lifted his head in anticipation and Cameron dropped one last treat for him.  Gus moved off to follow Phoebe, knowing the plates were in the kitchen.  He’s a smart dog.  Phoebe might let him lick one plate.  I’m the softie. 

    “Because I like you.” 

    “But why now?” 

    “Why not sooner, you mean.” 

    “Yes, sir.” 

    “Phoebe has decided she likes you.” 

    “Pop!” came from the kitchen.  It’s an open plan between kitchen and dining area, so she heard us just fine. 

    “Hush, you.  I said ‘likes,’ nothing more.  How she feels about you is a potential, not an actuality.  If you’re as worthy as she suspects you are, then you deserve to walk.  We shall see.” 

    “But how?” Cameron persisted.  “I don’t understand.” 

    “And it may be you never will,” I told him, but I looked into the kitchen to catch Phoebe’s eye.  She understood my caution without the need for telepathy.  “There are many things you will never know,” I went on.  “Why the stars move in their courses, the shape of fire, or even the depths of your own heart.  And some of those things you will never need to know.  What I need to know is whether or not you can accept a gift without asking questions.” 

    “I do want to know,” Cameron insisted. 

    “Ah, but can you live without knowing?” 

    “I…” he started, and stopped.  He cocked his head, thinking.  “Is there hope I’ll find out?  If there is, I’ll always have to try.  If it really is impossible, I can let it go.” 

    “I like this one,” I said, to Phoebe.  She blushed to her ears, but she nodded significantly.  The flash of psychic connection reaffirmed her decision. 

    “Good luck,” I added, and held out my hand.  Cameron took it and we shook. 

    Phoebe prepared a spell earlier, under my supervision.  I delivered it with the handshake.  The spell wrapped around his spine, percolated down the nerve fibers, found every bit of muscle tissue, and told all of it to wake up and smell the vitality.  This was, in most ways, a simpler application than fixing his initial injury.  Nerves don’t want to heal in the same way as almost everything else.  All he needed now was something to encourage his body to do what it was already doing.  To wit, growing muscles. 

    I added a bit of a twist to the spell as Phoebe and I went over the construction.  Normally, a healing spell draws on the resources of a body, focusing the subject’s energies on the affected area.  This causes everything else to be lower on the energy priority list and wears out the victim. Target.  Subject. Person recuperating? 

    —Patient!  That’s the word! 

    Rather than rely solely on the patient’s vitality reserves, energy of various sorts—magical power, radio waves, heat, you name it—can be converted into vital force.  I can empower a pyramid with vital energy transformed from other types.  Why not empower a body the same way?  The subject still needs food—the mass of new muscle has to come from somewhere—but the rest of the body is no longer working overtime to feed energy into the regenerative functions. 

    This is not the safest spell in the world.  It’s hard to sleep when vital force is coming out of—apparently—nowhere.  Left to run unchecked, it eventually causes the body to try and “fix” things that aren’t broken.  It’s not a smart spell.  Lacking close supervision, it needs a timer so it runs, for example, only during the day.  It also needs a hard limit on how long it runs.  In Cameron’s case, it will run during daylight hours for six days.  Next Saturday, we can evaluate his progress. 

    I’ve tested my optional addition on lab animals, but Cameron was my first human test subject.  Six days wouldn’t be nearly enough to completely fix him, but he should show much more than one week’s worth of improvement.  It’s faster than a typical healing spell, but not as quick as a flesh-welding one.  Then again, flesh-welding doesn’t regrow atrophied muscles. 

    If I cloned him and harvested muscle from the clone, could I attach it, merge it with the existing muscles?  If I can magically merge muscle tissue, what other body parts are on the table?  Can I gather parts from various corpses, sew them together, pump vitality into it, and have a quasi-living flesh golem? 

    Would this make a good Igor?  There’s an experiment for later. 

    As for Cameron’s issue, it was a pity I wouldn’t be able to monitor his progress in a controlled environment.  Oh, well.  You take what data you can get. 

    “I suggest,” I told him, still gripping his hand, “you eat everything you can reach.  You need materials to build muscles.”  I started to let go, but he held on. 

    “What will all this cost me?” he asked.  “I’m scared of the bill.” 

    “It will cost you exactly nothing.  I don’t ask anything of you.  I don’t want anything of you.” 

    “I find that hard to believe.  Sir.” 

    “Hmm.  All right.  Tell me to stop.  No, no.  Don’t look so panicky.  Humor me and tell me you don’t want me to help you in any way.” 

    “Very well.  I don’t want you to help me in any way.” 

    “I understand you, and I don’t care what you want.  This is a gift, without strings, without obligation, and without your consent.  No, better yet:  I choose to inflict this on you, forcing you to have working legs, in spite of your protests and objections.  You are helpless before my intentions and entirely a victim of my actions.  I’m doing this and you can’t stop me.  There.  Now do you still feel obligated or indebted?” 

    “Yes.” 

    I made an exasperated growling noise and let go of his hand. 

    “Look, kid.  If I pick up a turtle from the middle of the road and move it to the side, does it owe me anything?  No.  I do it because I feel it’s the right thing to do, not because I want something from the turtle.  Now, turtle, be happy you’re across the road and go about your business or I’ll chuck you in the lake.  Got it?” 

    “Yessir.” 

    “Good.  I’ll be in the basement.  If you really want to get on Phoebe’s good side, you might ask her about her crêpes savoury.” 

    “Her what?” 

    “Exactly.  Pu—Phoebe?”  I caught myself before calling her by a nickname in front of a potential boyfriend.  “Do we have the stuff for crêpes savoury?” 

    “We should.  I brought home some tenderloin.” 

    “They’re not exactly a dessert,” I told Cameron, “but I like them.” 

    “I can do Crêpes Suzette, too.  Those are a dessert.” 

    “Talk amongst yourselves,” I encouraged, and made my exit. 

    My daughter has a boyfriend.  Paul I never met, so he’s not real to me.  Cameron is someone I know, so the reality of it is kind of in my face.  I’m not sure I’m ready for this.  Then again, I’m not sure her boyfriend is ready for this.  Every family has a different sort of drama, I guess.  Welcome to the cast, Cameron. 

    Right now, Phoebe’s father is the only magical, mystical weirdo he knows about.  I wonder if Cameron is the sort to take a magical girlfriend in stride?  I hope so, because if all goes well for him, he’ll have an undead father-in-law. 

      

    I fiddled with a variation on my scrying spell and attempted—still unsuccessfully—to probe a universe without triggering a timeline branch.  I had a theory about the inherent weakness of the border of the gate.  It leaked only the tiniest traces of chaos, but this might be enough to cause the branching effect.  Therefore, I was playing around with a heavily-reinforced channel.  It still wasn’t working, but it might be because I was still having a hard time getting the interface completely sealed.  It appears the structure of a wormhole has an inherent instability around the locus.  Maybe that’s why it’s so much easier to target a material locus instead of a geometric ideal. 

    Someone knocked on the upstairs door and I heard Phoebe’s thought.  I buzzed her in.  Phoebe came halfway down the stairs and called out. 

    “Just thought I’d let you know I have to get Cameron back to the church by four o’clock.  His father and Auntie Rochelle are meeting him there.” 

    “Auntie Rochelle?” 

    “She’s their nigger housekeeper and Cameron’s caretaker.” 

    “Don’t call her a ‘nigger,’ Phoebe.  And she’s not ‘their’ nigger.” 

    “Why not?  Don’t we have Rodney as our yard nigger?” 

    “Come down here.” 

    Phoebe came the rest of the way down to the basement, puzzled. 

    “I know you have to get going, so I’ll make this brief. The locals use the word ‘nigger’ to mean ‘anybody clearly of African descent.’  I will acknowledge the word as it is used is correct and proper for this time and place.  Polite culture here uses it interchangeably with ‘black,’ ‘colored,’ or ‘negro.’  However, I, personally, do not care for the word.  You have heard me use it where the locals would expect me to, but I find it distasteful.” 

    “Yes, sir.  I’ll remember.  May I ask why?” 

    “It is a slang term and imprecise.  It carries connotations beyond the color of one’s skin or other genetic heritage.” 

    “It does?” she asked, cocking her head to the side.  “I thought it just meant ‘colored’.” 

    “Again, in this time and place, you are correct.  However, in other places and times, some individuals use the term in a deprecating manner, as though having dark skin automatically marked a person as inferior or different.” 

    “What?  That’s silly.” 

    “Then why did you feel the need to note Auntie Rochelle was ‘their nigger’?” 

    Phoebe looked perplexed and had no answer. 

    “Think about it,” I suggested.  “Right now, you have to deliver Cameron.  Are you staying for the service?” 

    “No, I’ve had enough of the whoop and holler.” 

    “I understand.  Drive safe.” 

    “With Bronze in the wheel?  Of course.  See you in bit, Pop.” 

    She went upstairs and the door chimed as it closed, signaling it locked.  I went back to probing another universe.  It didn’t seem long before she knocked again and I buzzed her in.  This time, she came all the way down on her own and waited until I shut down my probe. 

    “Whatcha doing?” 

    “Trying to find a way to let Schrödinger’s cat stay confused.” 

    “How’s that work?” 

    So I explained about probing a universe with a gate and the resultant branch of a new timeline.  It took a while, even with diagrams.  Sometimes I forget how complicated things are when I’ve been doing them for ages.  Just because they seem simple to me, I assume they’re easy to understand. 

    “Let me see if I got this,” she began.  “You start with a plain old universe.  You have to poke a hole in it to look inside it, and this hole-poking makes it branch off into a duplicate universe?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Do you have any other way to look inside?  From the outside, I guess?  Without punching a hole in it?” 

    “That’s one of the things I’m working on.” 

    “Pop?” she asked, troubled. 

    “Yes, Punkin?” 

    “Is this what advanced thaumaturgy is like?  ’Cos if it is, I may need to get a real job.” 

    “You probably should,” I agreed, “for the experience, at least.  Want to try being a car-hop at the drive-in theater?” 

    “Not especially, but I’ll keep an eye out for potential careers since a professional wizard is clearly not on the table.” 

    “Oh?  Why not?” 

    “Because the hard stuff is way harder than I thought.” 

    “Don’t worry, sweetie.  You don’t have to learn the complicated bits of cosmology to be a competent wizard.  This isn’t part of the normal curriculum.  This is postgraduate stuff for specialists.  Kind of like a doctor can become a neurosurgeon, or be happy as a general practitioner.  It takes all sorts.  I just want you to be well-rounded in your education.  You will pick what you want to study as a career.” 

    “I’m sure you’ll have some input,” she suggested, dryly. 

    “I would be remiss if I—” I broke off as a buzzing vibration passed through my Ring of Many Micro-Gates.  “That’s surprising.” 

    “What is it?” 

    “I’ve got an extra-universal incoming call.  One moment.” 

    I gestured toward the mirror on the wall, transferring the gate connection.  The mirror glowed with an undifferentiated brightness.  Phoebe watched with interest.  I don’t think she’s ever seen me get a phone call from outside the universe before.  It almost never happens. 

    “Whups.  Sorry.  Hang on a second.”  I took back the connection and touched my ring to a pan.  Dust swirled into a face, somewhat more ghostly than usual.  An actual sand table uses considerably more material.  “I apologize,” I continued.  “I didn’t realize it was you.” 

    “Your mirror spell is a lazy man’s version,” he complained.  His voice was tinny and a bit buzzy.  The pan vibrated as a tympani to produce the sounds.  It’s a really cheap version of a sand table.  I only have it for this specific purpose.  There’s no point in building a real sand table if I might have to leave it behind. 

    “Actually, this mirror is a specialized, experimental model and not for normal use.  Why didn’t you send a psychic message?” 

    “They’re more expensive than triggering your sand table in Tauta.” 

    “Hmm.  If you say so.  What’s up?” 

    My altar ego glanced at Phoebe and raised his eyebrows at me. 

    “You do know we’re not alone, right?” 

    “Yes.  She’s my daughter.” 

    “Ah, yes.  Aren’t you going to introduce us?” 

    Phoebe had already taken a step back and was peering, eyes narrowed, at the ghostly, disembodied head hovering over the pan. 

    “Phoebe?” I asked. 

    “The dust is matching a projection to give it a face,” she said, still peering at it.  “I can’t tell what’s on the other end of the spell.  It goes from the pan to your ring and there I lose it.” 

    “Very good,” I agreed.  “Phoebe, this is my altar ego.  It’s a copy of my psychic pattern impressed on an energy-based universe to create an independent entity.  Other me, this is Phoebe.” 

    “How do you do, Phoebe?” 

    “Hang on,” she answered.  “You’re my Pop?  You look like my Pop.” 

    “I’m a copy of him,” he corrected.  “Sort of a clone, but purely an intellectual one, not a physical one.” 

    “So, you don’t actually exist?” 

    “Not physically.  I exist as a self-sufficient energy pattern.” 

    “You’re an angel?” 

    “No, but there are troubling similarities.  I’m more like Bronze, but without a body.” 

    Phoebe pursed her lips and said nothing. 

    “You could at least be polite,” I suggested. 

    “Hello, not-Pop.” 

    “Nice to meet you,” he replied.  “It’s okay.  It’s weird.  I get it.  Just think of me as an uncle.” 

    “That’s not half bad,” I agreed.  “If he was my twin brother, he’d be an uncle.  The relationship is similar.” 

    “Okay.  Uncle what?  Uncle not-Pop?” 

    He looked at me.  I looked at him. 

    “I don’t really know what to call you,” I admitted. 

    “I’ve never needed a separate name,” he agreed.  “We always know which one of us is which when there’s a difference.” 

    “Thank goodness for solipsism.” 

    “I’m not sure I’m ready for this,” Phoebe said. 

    “Don’t sweat it.  He can’t visit often,” I told her.  “Okay, Not-Pop.  Oh!  Uncle Soda!” 

    “Don’t start with me,” he suggested. 

    “Oh, no.  I’m keeping that one.  It ranks right up there with ‘Tony Stank’.” 

    “No.” 

    “Uncle Coke?” I suggested, sweetly.  “Uncle Shasta?  Oo!  I know!  Doctor!  Doctor Pepper!” 

    “Not-Pop is sounding better all the time,” he grumbled. 

    “I’ll think of something,” Phoebe assured him.  He quirked a smile at her and thanked her. 

    “Anyway, you called,” I said, returning us to the matter in hand.  “What’s up, Doc?” 

    “I hate to bother you, but can you drop by?” 

    “Something the matter?” 

    “It’s been about a year.  Leisel and I think it’s time to make sure we’re all up to speed.” 

    “Ah.”  I nodded toward Phoebe.  “How safe is it?” 

    “For her?  In La Mancha?  The important thing is to give her another eye color.  Admit she’s your daughter and she’ll have automatic status.  She can brush off personal questions and no one will press.  I’d say it’s fine.” 

    “Hmm.” 

    “Where are you going, Pop?” 

    “A satellite kingdom to the Tassarian Empire.  Remember them?” 

    “You told me about them as an example.  Caste system?  Middling magical, mostly devices, lots of decoration, semi-to-tropical?” 

    “That’s the one.  Got any plans for Monday?” 

    “Flute lessons with Ms. Gauthier in the afternoon.  Linda wants me to come over afterward, but I could cancel either or both.” 

    “Doctor Pepper?” I asked, shooting him a questioning look.  He rolled his eyes but didn’t protest. 

    “If you reverse the time differential, don’t worry about Monday.  You should be back tonight.” 

    “I’ll set the timeclock.  Phoebe?  I’m going to run an otherworldly errand.  Do you want to go with me as a field trip?” 

    “Do I!” 

    “That’s the question, yes.” 

    “Geez, Pop!”  She rolled her eyes.  “Of course!” 

    “Dad jokes?” my altar ego sighed. 

    “Over a decade of them.” 

    “The poor girl.”  He looked at Phoebe.  “I’m sorry I didn’t call sooner.” 

    “Me, too.”

  


   
    Tauta, 1st Day of Lorinskir, Year of the Falkennin 

      

    Just so we’re clear:  I still hate the Tautan calendar. 

    We took my closet to Tauta.  Every house we’ve lived in has had a master bedroom with a walk-in closet.  It’s how I usually get to my pocket universe in the Void, but I set the things up so I can aim for other destinations—preferably somewhere with an existing enchantment!  Since the keep in Tauta also had a shift-booth, getting back and forth was relatively straightforward, although seldom. 

    What was not straightforward was who got to go.  Bronze was delighted at the prospect, since it would mean being a horse again for a while, as well as trying on her semi.  She’s been getting new ideas from her car tailoring.  Firebrand seldom gets out of the fireplace, much less the house.  Gus wanted to go wherever Phoebe went.  And, of course, Phoebe was overjoyed at the prospect of a fantasy field trip. 

    Rather than leave the house completely empty, I made some executive decisions. 

    For this trip, Bronze would be the one to stay.  Firebrand almost never goes anywhere, so it was about time it got a turn.  Bronze wasn’t thrilled, but never complains. 

    I might have also promised, privately, to go on a personal field trip with her later.  But that’s just between me and her.  There’s a military base in a post-apocalyptic world where they have a lot of unused ground vehicles.  She likes trying them on.  She’s like a kid playing dress-up, sometimes.  I’ve even talked her into trying a couple of air and water vehicles!  She’ll humor me, but they don’t suit her.  Still, she’s a good sport.  If I can practice my kung fu, she can practice with a speedboat or a fighter plane. 

    I’ve never seen a jet spew flames quite like that before.  While she enjoys the speed, she prefers a helicopter’s maneuverability.  I think it has to do with the ability to come to a stop without crashing—a feature not always available in fixed-wing clothes.  Every aircraft pales in comparison to ground vehicles, though.  She likes anything rolling on wheels or laying tracks. 

    Her absolute favorite so far is what I can only describe as a “land battleship.”  It’s the size of a Navy cruiser, has four treads side-by-side in the front, four more in the rear, mounts some sort of energy weapon in the main turret, and has I don’t know how many minor turrets.  Under normal circumstances, it runs on a small fusion reactor.  This powers the energy weapons and the drivetrain.  She’s driven it around on battery power and loves the way it crushes everything in her path—cars, buildings, roads, mutant alligators, giant snakes, you name it.   

    I’m not sure what sort of military design philosophy is involved in creating a tank big enough to treat houses like speed bumps.  Given there are a dozen of these things on the base, all going to rust and rot, there had to be a reason for having them, but there’s no record in their computers.  Bronze hasn’t yet got her personal machine in full working order, but I’m helping.  Hers has a repair spell on it, running slowly but constantly in the low-power environment.  I’ve also salvaged parts from the others for her.  She continues to tinker with it whenever we visit. 

    She says she’s almost ready to try firing up the fusion plant.  I trust her, but I have misgivings.  I have a love-hate relationship with fusion. 

    Anyway, for the trip to Tauta, we spent a couple of hours getting appropriate costumes together.  Well, getting Phoebe kitted out.  I popped over to my voidstation and brought back my armor.  I laid the pieces out on the bed. 

    “Pop?” Phoebe asked, turning one of my gauntlets over in her hand.  She doesn’t see my armor too often.  Once or twice on Halloween, but also on the occasional otherworldly field trip. 

    “Yes, Punkin?” 

    “Is this real armor?  Or is it just something to hold enchantments?” 

    “Why do you ask?” 

    “It’s light.  I feels… I dunno.  The padding seems more protective than the shell on the outside.  I guess it feels too light to be real.” 

    “Take it out to the barn and hit it with the biggest hammer we have.  Shoot it.” 

    She came back a few minutes later and handed me the gauntlet. 

    “That,” she said, “is—pardon me—one hell of an enchantment.” 

    “Language.” 

    “I considered it carefully.  I think it’s appropriate usage.” 

    “Hmm.  You do have a point.  It is one hell of an enchantment.  Several of them, in fact.  For the past several years, I’ve been upgrading it whenever I thought of an upgrade, even if it meant ripping it all out and starting over.  But the material is pretty darn good, too.” 

    “What is it?” 

    “I have no idea.  I only know it’s from an advanced technological society and they thought it was expensive as hell.” 

    “Why don’t I have enchanted armor?” 

    “You have spider-weave fencing gear and know the theory on enchanting.  Why don’t you have enchanted armor?” 

    “But the fencing gear doesn’t look cool.” 

    “You know the spells.  Show me you can do the enchantments, first.  Then we’ll see about getting you something cool to put them in.  One good thing:  People wear armor where we’re going.  Think of it as a window-shopping trip.  Now let’s work on your eye color.” 

    “Why do I need artificial eye color?” 

    There were any number of responses to her question.  Some were outright untruthful.  Others were at least somewhat truthful.  I wasn’t worried about anyone connecting her to the infant I walked away with.  It was seventeen years ago for us, but with a constantly-ticking micro-gate in Tauta, my altar ego says it was only about a year for them.  It gives a whole new meaning to, “My, how you’ve grown!” 

    “Because the locals are a little weird about it.  They place a lot of emphasis on colors.  Apparently, black is an heretical color—I’m wearing it anyway because they’re used to me wearing it.  Your eye color is rare, but the locals think it means you’re a soulless monster.” 

    “Does it?” 

    “I haven’t noticed any lack.” 

    “You can be kinda dense, Pop.” 

    “Fair point.  I make up for it by having a long time to observe.” 

    “So?  Do I have a soul?” 

    “You are a soul,” I corrected.  “You have a body.” 

    “I stand corrected.  What does a soul look like?” 

    “Tough question,” I admitted.  “I used to think I knew, but it turns out I’m not naturally equipped to see them.” 

    “You’re not?” 

    “Nope.  I’m not a celestial being.  While I see a lot of energy patterns in you, most of them are interconnected functions with your physical housing.  Vitality, for one thing.  Something I have to call ‘spirit,’ for another.  It’s taken me years to start to understand what I’m actually seeing.”  I carefully did not add I still didn’t understand it fully.  The more I learn, the more complicated it gets.  Or, rather, the more I realize how complicated it is. 

    “Hang on.  My spirit isn’t my soul?” 

    “I think we need more words to define the differences.” 

    I neglected to mention I’d been looking into the matter because of her.  Whatever the glowing ball of light was, it seems obvious the thing inhabited an unborn child.  Now she’s nearly an adult and I still can’t find anything wrong.  I can’t find the ball of light, either. 

    “My latest hypothesis is a soul is an extradimensional energy pattern interacting with the structures of your brain.  I’m still working on the details.” 

    “O-kay…” she allowed, and shied away from asking for clarification.  She went on with, “So, what else do you see, and how does it relate?” 

    “We’ve been over this.” 

    “We’ve been over the various forms of energy,” she corrected.  “You’ve let me see through your eyes a couple of times, but we haven’t discussed the details of what you see, Pop.  You’re the only vampire I know.  How else am I going to learn?” 

    “I suppose you have a point,” I conceded.  “All right.  There’s vital energy.  Vitality is the available, ready-use energy of your body.  Soul is something less physical.  It’s the non-physical you operating your body.  I’m pretty sure it uses your brain like a radio controller—an interface between the physical self and the not-physical self.  I can see it working by watching how the brain operates, but I can’t see it directly.” 

    “Does Gus have a soul?” she inquired. 

    “That’s a tricky question, since I don’t have a good handle on souls.  He does have a spirit.” 

    “What’s the difference?” 

    “Vitality is raw metabolic energy.  Spirit is a complex form of vitality, highly structured and made into an ordered form of energy by being routed through physical biology.  It’s like the physically functioning brain and nervous system, even if you’re not in it.  Vitality is movement, spirit is memory, and the soul is thought, to coin an inadequate metaphor.  Or, no… hang on.  Let me think about it for a second.”  Phoebe sat on the bed while I went into the bathroom to strip down and change into the underpadding. 

    “Okay, computers,” I began, raising my voice a trifle.  “We’ve been over the things and you’ve used several different kinds.  Let’s look at people like they were computers.” 

    “Okay, Pop.” 

    “The body is the computer.  Vitality is the electricity.  If you take most of it away, the computer goes into sleep or hibernate modes.  If you cut it all off, the computer quits.  Spirit is both the operating system and the programs in the computer.  A computer can carry out automated functions on its own, but it doesn’t have any initiative.  The soul is like the computer operator.  The computer does its thing, but the user gives it a purpose.  The computer does most of the work, but the operator makes the decisions and gives the orders.  With me?” 

    “No problem, Pop.  What happens when you eat the various pieces of people, then?” 

    “Vitality just wears them out unless I try harder than I need to.  Spirit is like dumping the memory.  The computer crashes.  I used to think the spirit was the soul, but now I think I was wrong.  Getting every last bit of someone’s spirit is more like erasing the entire internal drive—programs, memory, operating system, even the chips on the motherboard.  The computer crashes, and crashes hard.  It can’t be rebooted.” 

    “And if you eat the soul?” 

    “I don’t think I actually eat souls,” I clarified.  “I can’t see them.  I can’t detect them.  At least, I don’t think I can.” 

    I did my best to sound confident.  Sometimes it’s more important to sound like you know what you’re talking about.  It’s my latest theory and, to the best of my knowledge, seems to fit the facts.  I’ve spoken of various types of energy in a human before, but I’m afraid I may have been wrong on more than one point.  I’m still learning.  It’s a process. 

    For example, Diogenes made human clones.  They didn’t have souls—or did they?  They grew at an accelerated rate to maturity, in a tank, with minimal sensory input.  Maybe they did have souls, but never developed any of the operating system for their brains—the spirit. 

    Then there are questions of how the spirit interacts with the soul.  Take those ghosts I stuffed into gems for… damn.  Holy warrior.  Dragon-slayer.  Aramon!  That guy.  His friends were all ghosts—by definition, spirits, not souls.  I built the matrix in the gems to be as ghost-friendly as possible.  Into this, I put their programs, because that’s all ghosts really are.  Did their souls realize this and come along?  Were they even capable of doing so?  Or did the souls depart for points unknown? 

    And the transfer tables T’yl operated for so long.  How about those?  They were—at the time, and given what I thought I knew—designed to transfer souls from one body to another.  Since it wasn’t an instantaneous process, did the original soul switch from one biological machine to another?  Was it able to follow the transfer of programs?  Or was it released to go wherever it might, while the soul in the cloned body—if they have souls!—suddenly got an operating system downloaded into the brain?  And how would I tell?  The memories and preferences would be identical to the original.  The presence of a soul would give it the ability to think creatively.  I’m not sure if they could tell the difference. 

    How do I tell one soul from another?  Come to that, do they have differences?  Is each one unique or are the all alike? 

    Perhaps even worse, this latest classification system called into question some of the things I’d taken for granted.  Do I act as a gateway into death for souls?  I drain vital energy for my own use.  I consume the imprint of life experiences—the spirit.  But the soul?  Does it move through me, unnoticed and untouched, to a final destination?  Does it get cleansed of worldly concerns before moving on to its personal heaven or next incarnation?  Or is it a completely separate thing?  Does my brand of vampire even have an ecological niche in the higher celestial scheme?  If so, what is it? 

    Then there’s the whole incident when I got dragged out of my Demon King-infested corpse and plugged into a magician—briefly—before being grounded into my pet rock.  My spirit—my programs—made the transfer just fine.  I still seem to be creative and clever, at least as much as I ever was.  Did my soul follow along?  Is this normal for the transfer effects being used, or a special case for spirits living in chaos-infested bodies?  What are the rules for a soul, anyway? 

    The more I know, the less certain I become. 

    “So I’m a me, and I’m a soul?” Phoebe pressed, as I came out of the bathroom. 

    “Exactly!”  I started donning the harness and shell of my armor.  Phoebe held things for me as I attached and latched. 

    I did not raise the thorny theological question of whether the sense of self, the innate sense of “me” comes from the experiences—the programs?—acquired in living a life, or if a sense of identity comes from a soul.  I’m trying to parent, so I try not to raise questions I can’t answer!  That’s Phoebe’s job. 

    “And it’s a pretty decent soul,” I went on, “despite the obvious disadvantages in your upbringing.” 

    “You mean my Pop, the blood-sucking master of night?” 

    “That would be your major disadvantage, yeah.” 

    “It’s okay, Pop,” she assured me, reaching up to pat me on the head.  “You did your best.” 

    “I’m glad you think so.  And don’t forget your sword.” 

    “I get to wear a sword?” she asked, clapping her hands gleefully. 

    “Women of the warrior caste are generally armed.” 

    “Woo-hoo!  I’m a warrior?” 

    “You’re a heretic,” I corrected, and added, “Help me latch this.  They have a caste-driven system.  You’re too versatile to fit their mold.  We’ll pretend you’re only a warrior, not a wizard or whatever else.  Now go wash off your makeup so you’re not mistaken for a courtesan and do your irises.” 

    When she came back, she wore her fencing outfit.  It’s thick and quilted, especially on the torso, as a fencing jacket should be.  Since it’s made of multiple layers of spider silk, it’s suitable for stopping cutting attacks, somewhat useful against stabbings, but not so great against bludgeoning weapons.  Alas, the weaknesses of light, flexible armor.  She also wore her saber—her real one, not her practice blade.  It may not have any fancy enchantments, but it’s a deadly piece of steel.  I’ve taught her to fence saber and épée, only without fencing-strip rules.  She’ll have a hard time if she ever has to fence in a match, but matches aren’t the reason we fence. 

    I noted with pleasure she chose to make her eyes black, to match dear old Dad’s. 

    While she put her face on, I fiddled with the timeclock, adjusting a micro-gate between Earth and Tauta.  It only took a few minutes to align the day and night enough to avoid a sudden transformation.  Even a speedy sunset is unpleasant and I prefer not to go through it.  With that done, I had it temporarily hold a connection between the two worlds to stabilize the time flow. 

    We emerged from the shift-closet in the tower.  Phoebe took a minute to look around the room, taking note of the primitive furnishings, evaluating the culture.  Gus sniffed at everything, making his own evaluation of the place before jumping on the bed and rolling around on the fur cover. 

    I took care of the various time differentials.  Tauta would leap ahead, running faster than our house on Earth. 

    “What can you tell me?” I asked, once Phoebe looked around the room.  Gus hung his head off the edge of the bed and looked at me upside-down. 

    “Magical environment.  At least Iron Age technology, maybe medieval.” 

    “What about this says Iron Age?” 

    “Nails.  Most of the furniture is wood, put together with close joinery and pegs, but it also uses iron nails. No screws or bolts, though. In the cloth, I see good, close stitching, which makes me think of metal needles, not bone.  The thread in the cloth is fine and tightly woven, which makes me think of spinning wheels and looms instead of knitting.  And the carving is intricate, so I’m guessing bronze or steel tools, as well.  You also provided another clue when you spoke of swords and armor.  Those could be Bronze Age stuff, but if Firebrand and my saber fit in, they have higher-quality steel.  So at least Iron Age.” 

    “Good thinking.  Come on.  I want to introduce you to Leisel and Velina.” 

    “What about Uncle Dusty?” 

    “Hey, I like that one.  He might, too.” 

    “But what about him?” 

    “I’ll see what he wants after.  Hang on.  You need a translation spell.” 

    “What language do they speak?” 

    “Tassarian.  At least around here.  There are other languages, but I’m using the Babel Fish version of the spell.” 

    “Why did you call it that, anyway?” 

    “Because Douglas Adams was a beloved genius and deserves an homage wherever I can give him one.” 

    “I may have to re-read his books.” 

    “I think that’s an excellent idea.” 

    “Do you think we could find a universe where there really is a Babel fish?” she asked. 

    “Possibly, but I would hesitate to go there.  It might be a case of pantheistic multiple-ego solipsism.” 

    “What’s that mean?” 

    “If his universe exists, I don’t want to drop in and potentially screw up the narrative.  Now, here’s your translation spell.  It should last all day, but if it goes down, can you fix it?” 

    “I’ll keep an eye on it and re-power it if I have to.” 

    “That’s not what I asked, but I suppose it’s good enough.  Let’s go find Leisel.” 

    Velina was on hand.  Leisel was in the town, not the keep. 

    The tower was still “the tower,” but it was a central tower in what was now at least a sizable keep.  As I recalled from the plans I’d laid into the rock before I went off to raise a child, the keep would grow in several stages.  Eventually, it would be a full-on castle.  I wondered how far along it was.  Last time I popped in to chat with my altar ego, I was in a hurry to get back and didn’t take a tour. 

    I made a mental note to check with Leisel about the layout.  Architecture may look good on paper and still be darn inconvenient to live in. 

    Velina was delighted to meet my daughter.  I could tell, because she greeted her verbally, instead of grunting and nodding.  Gus was hesitant, but I introduced Velina to Gus.  We had a moment where he wanted to know where Velina fit in to his worldview.  We weren’t at home, so she wasn’t a guest.  She wasn’t part of our pack.  That made her a stranger and we were in her territory. 

    I cleared it up with him by telling him all this was my territory, and by putting Velina in the same category as the Saturday gamers.  They could crawl through his doggie door while we were out and Gus would lick their faces.  Playmates.  Packmates.  Friends. 

    I asked Velina to show Phoebe around, or to assign someone to do so.  She nodded and gestured Phoebe to follow.  Phoebe shot me a look and I grinned, urging her on.  She went with Velina.  I wandered up and down stairs until I found the floor with my sand table.  The tower had grown considerably.  I fired up the sand table to talk to my altar ego.  His face flowed up from the table and took form. 

    “Nice to see you.  How’s your kid?” 

    “Doing well,” I told him. 

    “She seems to have grown.  She looks a lot like her mother.” 

    “Yeah, I noticed.  The time differential seems to have averaged about seventeen-to-one, including my visits.” 

    “I wish you’d thought to graph it,” he complained.  “I wonder if the ratio of time differential changes with prolonged exposure?” 

    “I’ll set up an experiment and go from there.  Later, if you don’t mind.” 

    “Fair enough,” he agreed, amiably.  “Question.  Did you come up with a cover story for Phoebe?” 

    “I figured people would assume she’s my daughter.  She does have a resemblance to Renata, but I don’t think it’s enough, by itself, to make people suspicious.  As long as they don’t connect Phoebe with a soulless newborn from a year ago, I think we’re fine.” 

    “With black eyes, I don’t see it as a major problem.  They’re more likely to assume you always had a daughter and you brought her back from your recent trip.  Phoebe is more strongly built than Renata, anyway, and wears her hair differently.” 

    “Good.  So, how are things with you?” 

    “There’s a lively schism going on in the local religious power structure.  The hardline, old-school bunch are maintaining you’re a heretic with a false revelation.  All the witnesses to our after-action stunt, as well as quite a few others, are vigorously, even boisterously, insisting you’re a god with a legitimate gripe about the Temples.  They’re determined we be added to the pantheon.” 

    I sighed and pulled a heavy chair over to the sand table.  I settled into it and pinched the bridge of my nose. 

    “I was asking how things were going more as a politeness than as a request for a report,” I pointed out.  “How are things with you?  Fine, fine.  Couldn’t be better.  That sort of thing.” 

    “Oh.  Sorry.  I thought you wanted to know.” 

    “I’m not sure I do.  I guess I’m glad we made an impression.  While we’re catching up, how are things going in the valley?” 

    “Fine, fine.  Couldn’t be better.” 

    “Stop that!” 

    “Just checking.  It’s going pretty well, actually.  Most of the fighting is in the Tassarian Empire.  Since we’re technically not part of the Empire—nobody acknowledges your title as Mazhani of La Mancha, nor as manzhani of House Lucard—the valley isn’t really much of a target for most of the factions.” 

    “I would have thought the ones on our side of the schism, the ones who acknowledge you exist, would have at least agreed about the valley.” 

    “It’s a political thing.  Everything’s tied together.  If they say we’re part of the Empire, it becomes a… what do you call it?  It stops being a purely religious argument and becomes an Imperial issue.  We’re not part of the Empire.  We’re a colony whose status is undecided.  And, as long as the schism won’t let the Temples give a unified, definitive answer on whether or not we’re ‘Tassarian’ enough, we’re going to stay an unacknowledged colony.” 

    “Huh.  You know, if the valley didn’t need to trade with these idiots, I’d build another mountain range.  How much hell are the orthodox morons raising?” 

    “Out here?  Not much.  Over in the Empire?  More.  They don’t like us, for obvious reasons, but even the ones who would try to destroy the ‘nest of corruption’ are hesitant to try.  They have other heretics, closer ones, to worry about.  Also, there’s something about overwhelming casualties the last time, to say nothing of the reprimand, divine or not.  You do good work in designing fortifications and whirlwinds.” 

    “I think about what I’d hate to face.  Now, back up.  Fighting?” 

    “Did I mention the schism?  I’m pretty sure I mentioned a schism.” 

    “Have the Temples started fighting each other?” 

    “Not in so many words.  People—cities, for the most part—have aligned themselves with one major view or another.  The Temple tried to handle it internally, but there was no chance of keeping it a secret.” 

    “So people started, what?  Fighting in the streets?  Murdering heretics?  Arguing loudly at family gatherings?  What?” 

    “It didn’t happen all at once, you know,” he pointed out.  “It’s been a year.  There was already a lot of pent-up social pressure.  The religion-enforced caste system doesn’t exactly make everyone happy.  It tries to force everyone to conform.  Most people do conform, but if you remember, there was considerable underground resistance.  Now they’re aboveground.” 

    “Well, crap.  We started a holy war.” 

    “I’m not sure it’s all that holy.” 

    “Oh, well, we started an unholy war.  That’s so much better.” 

    “Most wars are unholy—even the religious ones.  Maybe especially.” 

    “Will you please stop ‘helping’?” 

    “Seventeen years and it still bothers you?” he asked, sounding concerned. 

    “You mean seventeen seconds.  I only found out about it just now!  Besides, I’m good at guilt.” 

    “I’ll say.  Look, there was going to be a cultural pressure release eventually.  Triggering it now is actually a good thing,” he assured me. 

    “Oh, is it?” I demanded, sitting back.  “Okay.  Convince me.” 

    “In another generation or two, we might have had a whole Empire trying to tear itself apart.  Caste versus caste, schisms within castes, all that.  Right now, it’s mostly a religious faction-versus-faction conflict, sorted mostly by cities.  It’s two distinct sides.  Each side has subdivisions within them, arguing over the finer points, but generally working together.  Cities have, sadly, embraced taking sides, mostly because religion is too important in this culture to simply kick all the priests out.  So it’s largely a war of city-states, divided along religious lines.  Inside each city, life goes on pretty much as before.  It is not an everyone against everyone else free for all with a complete collapse of all social order.” 

    “This is better?” I asked, doubtfully. 

    “When it all shakes down, they’ll still have an Empire, and it might even still be the Tassarian Empire when they’re done.  Their surviving religious institution might be less of a power in civic affairs.  I’m guessing I’ll have more say among the priestly caste—assuming our side wins—and can tell them to stay out of politics.  I’ll also have more influence over the exact nature of their worship, so I can help them focus their nascent gods into something more coherent.” 

    “Angling to be head of the pantheon?” 

    “No, but I don’t like dodging dangerous quasi-elemental forces!  Coherent celestial entities can be reasoned with.  Or at least argued with!  Unformed celestial elementals can be powerful, unpredictable, hungry, and somewhat lacking in conversation.  You can negotiate with Poseidon, but the sea is unforgiving.” 

    “I see your point.” 

    “As for the Empire, if the wheels really came off, the place would tear itself to pieces and the existing so-called gods would gradually wind down, losing power as their worship base fell below the self-sustaining threshold.  They aren’t coherent enough to simply scale back; their imprint isn’t adequately formed—except for one, and he’s mostly human.” 

    “Speaking of.  How is Rahýfel doing?  Did he ascend?  I seem to recall he was enjoying the physical aspects of existence last time I was here.” 

    “No, he’s still being a hedonist.” 

    “For the whole last year?” 

    “You better believe it.” 

    “Is he planning to ascend anytime soon?” 

    “Doubtful.  He’s undergone some changes, but not enough to make it even remotely safe.  He says he wants to preserve his continuity of consciousness, which I take to mean he wants to live through the changes without forgetting what it was like to be mortal.  This isn’t a good mindset.  I think he’s too attached to being flesh and blood.” 

    “Good to know.” 

    “We’ll get back to him.  Meanwhile, the Empire,” he went on, ruining my attempt to change the subject. “If we allow the Empire to continue to a full societal breakdown, we’d have a Dark Ages type of reset.  Not that this would be the worst thing for me, since my power is largely drawn from extradimensional sources and the kustoni, but it would set back the Empire’s population by sixty to ninety percent and take generations to rebuild any semblance of central government.  Not to mention the subsequent wars of consolidation…” 

    “Fine, fine, fine.  You’ve made your point.  One small civil war now or generations of suffering and more wars later.” 

    “Sorry, but there it is.” 

    “Where’s Hazir in all this mess?” 

    “Hazir?  Uh…” He looked guilty. 

    “Don’t tell me you haven’t even looked in on him!” 

    “I’ve been busy!  I still haven’t managed the triple-omni thing!” 

    “Has Leisel talked to him?  Has he called?” 

    “Leisel knows more, yes.  He calls pretty regularly.  I don’t talk to him as much.  He’s still serving in his capacity as an officer of the law—sort of; you know what I mean—for the various quasi-noble civil servants.  The mahrani of Sarashda.” 

    “Glad to hear it.  Any idea how deeply involved he is with the jihad?” 

    “Not a clue, but I’ll make it a point to keep a closer eye on him.  You might ask Leisel, too.  She’ll know how the whole jihad/resistance thing is going.” 

    “Speaking of how things are going, how is the valley doing?” 

    “Nobody’s complaining, and they have the means to.  Leisel stops by every day or so to check in with me, but I’m leaving the valley in her capable hands.  She misses you a lot, by the way.” 

    “I can be useful.  Go on.” 

    “There’s some trade with the Empire, so that’s to the good.  The local craftsmen are making more and more of the goods they trade for, too.  The balance of trade is slowly rocking toward the valley.  They also trade a little with the kustoni beyond the Wall, but it’s tricky.  I’ve grown a good deal more influential with them, so the shamans of the Dark One—yours truly—have tried this ‘trading’ thing.  By and large, it’s gone well.  Or, at least, not badly.  Or, at least, not deadly.”  He grimaced.  “Usually, anyway.  It’s a process.  They’re slow learners and they have a cultural history of being murderous bastards.” 

    “I can show them how it’s done.” 

    “Trading?  Or murder?” 

    “Take your pick.” 

    “Maybe it would be better to stick with our slow but sure method.” 

    “Okay.  Anything you need from me?” 

    “How hard would it be for you to widen the valley a bit?  They’ve cleared a lot of it for the timber, but they’ll want to farm the whole thing.  They have some pasturage for the livestock, but they need way more if they want to raise horses.  I’m trying to think ahead, here.” 

    “This valley and the valleys upstream don’t really lend themselves to raising horses.  We could clear them, sure, but we’re doing better than I’d expect if we can feed everyone, even with total composting and irrigated farmland.” 

    “I agree, but they still need farm animals.  Horses to draw plows, pigs, sheep, chickens, the lot.  So, can you widen the valley?  Rather, can you widen it enough?” 

    “That’s… a good question.”  I thought about it for a few minutes, picturing the valley and considering the number of spells it would take.  It was fairly long, but not as wide as we could have wished.  I could do it all with one spell, but it would be spread so thinly… Two spells?  One on each of the sides, slowly rolling back the edges of the valley?  A millimeter a day would be a meter every three years or so.  Not noticeable and probably not sufficient, either.  Maybe with twenty spells per side, and pathways linking to valleys above and below along the river… maybe some whole new valleys, while I’m at it… 

    “I probably can expand the valley,” I decided, “but it’ll take a lot more work than I like to think about.” 

    “This from the man who can move mountains?” 

    “It was one mountain, and it moved while I wasn’t looking!  Besides, you’re talking about moving whole mountain ranges.  I’d have to split the mountain range in two.” 

    As I said it, I wondered.  If we’re going down that road, what would it take to split the mountain range?  The mountains can be roughly divided into two sides, hence the fact of this valley and others.  What if one mountain range started creeping west and the other east?  It would take a self-replicating stone-shaping spell and a lot of initial power.  No, I could do a scrying flyover, planting markers so the mountain-spreading spell could replicate at the proper points.  There could be a long stretch of open countryside with a river flowing through it—and a mountain range on either side. 

    In a century or so.  That’s only four or five generations. 

    “If it’s going to be too big a project, do you have a good way to increase the harvests, instead?” 

    “Mmm.  Probably.”  I considered it for several seconds.  “I can divert part of the valley’s solar collection into vitality and pump it into the fields.  Irrigate with vital force, so to speak.  It should bump up the plant growth by ten or twenty percent, but that’s only a guesstimate.” 

    “That’ll do.” 

    “It’ll be hard on the soil, though,” I cautioned.  “It’ll wear out fast.  They’ll need to fertilize.” 

    “Maybe hold off, then.  We haven’t quite established the proper customs for composting all the biological waste.  It’s something handled by low-caste people and we don’t have enough of those.” 

    “Keep me posted and I’ll help if I can.” 

    “I will.  Can I also ask a favor or two?” 

    “Shoot.” 

    “I’ve got some particularly stubborn and unpleasant shamans among the kustoni who are unenthusiastic about the new religion.  They prefer to continue calling directly on the elemental forces, rather than personified gods, and they repudiate anything with a definable form.  Rain doesn’t have a face and fire doesn’t look at you.  That sort of thing.” 

    “You need a Holy Order of Dark Assassins?” 

    “Just one, really.  Maybe more like a divine visitation.” 

    “Is this why I’m here?” 

    “Partly.  I might have mentioned Leisel misses you, yes?” 

    “Yes.  She can call me anytime.  She knows this.” 

    “I’m not so sure she knows it.  She said something the other day to make me think she’s a bit confused about who we are.  Separate entities, I mean.  You might want to talk to her.  As long as you’re here…” 

    “Fine,” I sighed.  “I’ll do an Avatar of the Dark Lord impression for you.  What time is it?” 

    “About three hours until sunset.” 

    I did some mental math and nodded. 

    “Okay, I think I can do this.  What did you have in mind?” 

    “We’re going to need Bronze.” 

    “I’ll let her know to change outfits.  The barn still outside?” 

    “Yep.  Still got her truck in it, too.  I don’t think anyone has so much as entered the House of the Holy Steed, much less touched her sacred artifact.” 

    I made a dismissive noise.  He chuckled while I went on. 

    “She’ll enjoy wearing it for a while.  I presume we need her statue, though, yes?” 

    “That’s how I’d do it if I had a real avatar.” 

    “Keep it up, Doctor Not-Pop Pepper.  Annoy me and I’ll rename you ‘Sarsaparilla’.” 

      

    Bronze wore her big rig for a bit, making sure everything was in good order, and fiddled with it, modifying it.  She does love experimenting.  Whatever she was working on, it required material.  I added more steel and alloying elements, as well as filling the fuel tanks. I would normally worry about the power budget, but Tauta is a high-magic world and I didn’t have a lot of personal magical expenses on my balance sheet here. 

    While I sorted out Bronze, Velina took Phoebe on a tour of the town—town, not village—before starting in on pointers in the fine art of sticking people with sharp objects.  I’m guessing Phoebe took the tour and used the time to talk Velina into practice.  They found Phoebe a suit of scales and went at it.  When I came out of the shift-barn, Velina was beating her mercilessly with a practice stick and Phoebe was trying like the dickens to get her to stop. 

    Gus watched with interest and considerable concern, fidgeting back and forth on his front paws.  Nobody’s supposed to be beating on Phoebe but me.  He barked when he saw me, so I reassured him and he relaxed a little.  If I say it’s okay, then it must be okay.  He still didn’t like it, but he stopped worrying so much about it.  He’s a good dog. 

    I sat down by Gus and watched them for a while.  Phoebe did well, all things considered.  Velina had her on weight, reach, and years of experience, but Phoebe was still making herself an atrocious pest.  Phoebe isn’t in Velina’s class as a swordswoman, but she’s still too dangerous to be ignored.  If Phoebe had a partner, though, Velina would be in trouble. 

    If they noticed me it didn’t slow them down.  This pleased me.  Phoebe seemed to be having a good time.  Gus and I took a walk around the keep and took our own tour of the town. 

    The keep I recognized.  I laid out the plan for it in the flowing-stone spell, after all.  It was still evolving, but was well along toward its final form.  At the moment, it had a main building with three towers rising from near the middle, one of which was the original tower.  Seven smaller towers defined the outside wall of the keep.  I suppose it could properly be called a small castle, now.  A moderate wall, about fifteen feet tall, surrounded the courtyard and a dozen auxiliary buildings.  Unlike most of the Tautan walls, this was not a single layer of stone topped with machicolations cantilevered to both sides.  The outer wall of the courtyard was as thick as it was high, with battlements on top and stairs along the inner face.  In another year or so, it would have two more towers and tower bastions, creating a star fort layout to provide archers a field of fire on attackers who reached the wall. 

    The village had changed even more. 

    Once, it had been a dirt-tracked collection of log cabins and huts with a small river running through it.  It grew without my help.  The original wooden structures were nowhere to be seen.  Instead, mortared stone buildings rose from paved streets.  Stone bridges arched across the river.  Within the rough borders of the town, the river was deeper, narrower, and faced with brick, forming more a millrace than a canal.  Waterwheels lined it, pumping water for irrigation, grinding grain, sawing logs, pounding, hammering, turning, whatever. 

    It’s a medieval industrial revolution, that’s what it is.  No wonder our balance of trade improved.  With iron and copper to be had for the taking, coal to smelt it, and hammer-mills to pound it, La Mancha could be the Pittsburgh of the Empire! 

    The big problem with trade was the one road in, one road out.  Everything had to be hauled on carts.  Even with a real road—what I call a road!—there are mountains in the way.  Carts and wagons are not the best method of hauling goods. 

    Could they have a canal or a seaport? 

    How much work would it take to make the downstream side into a navigable river to the sea?  It depends on the elevation and on the path the river takes.  Turns out, despite being in a valley, we’re still close to two thousand feet above sea level.  I expected it to be higher, what with mountains all around, but the geography fooled me.  The Kasnakani Range looks like two mountain ranges side by side, squished into each other.  This forms a chain of valleys down the middle.  Most of them are deeper than one would expect, but still not on a level with the lowlands. 

    Let’s see… two thousand feet, give or take… a waterway needs an extremely shallow slope to have a velocity slow enough to be navigable… call it an inch and a half of drop per horizontal mile… 

    To get a slow-moving river from the valley to the sea, it would have to be approximately sixteen thousand miles long. 

    Hard nope. 

    I’m not saying it can’t be done.  All I need is a century or two and a somewhat larger continent to work with. Maybe a lever long enough and somewhere to stand while I’m at it.  While it can be done, I sure don’t feel like doing it.  Even a canal through the eastward mountains would only solve part of the problem.  Most of the Sarashda region is a lot closer to sea level.  An eastward canal could go through the mountains, but it would still end far too high, leaving a long horse-and-buggy ride down and across. 

    Then again, canals solve the vertical problem by using locks.  How many would it take?  A little scribbling on the mental blackboard told me I’d need to install about two hundred canal locks.  Not ideal, but doable if Leisel thought it was worth it. 

    Would a railroad track help?  It might be okay with repeated switchbacks, getting goods down out of the mountains, but what about getting things back up?  Without engines, it’s a one-way trip.  I suppose we could use a canal or a railroad to get goods eastward to a nice drop-off, then use an elevator in place of switchbacks or canal locks.  It would be two transport systems connected by an elevator, though. 

    On the other hand, the elevator idea gives me another thought. 

    A wide waterway from the sea can run through a tunnel under the mountains, ending in an underground cavern.  Ships could row there, dock, load and unload.  Then beasts of burden could crank around an elevator system to raise and lower goods from sea level to the valley floor.  Maybe water from the river can fill buckets for counterweights, too. 

    How important is trade?  Pretty important, I admit.  It’s more than simply getting things they need by selling stuff they make.  It’s a relationship between the valley and everyone else.  If various Houses in the Empire profit from the presence of La Mancha, they’re less inclined to listen to some raving lunatic of a priest calling for its destruction.  They’re more likely to argue on behalf of their highly-profitable trading partner.  It’s about money, and therefore also about politics. 

    I thought it over while strolling through the town.  Once Gus and I moved away from the industrialized waterwheel-factory district, it turned to shops and residences.  The streets were still paved, after a fashion, with irregular slabs of stone chinked with mine tailings.  It wasn’t ideal, but it beat the hell out of deep mud.  I was pleased to see they understood the concept of a gutter, even if it was down the center of the street.  The cities in the Empire also had them, as I recall.  It probably helped that I did a little contouring of the terrain to improve the drainage. 

    The market square didn’t exist, as such, unless you count four streets surrounding the Hall of Commerce.  To the casual glance, it wasn’t an impressive building.  Yet, it sprawled, covering an immense area.  Great doors and small doors graced all sides of it, suitable for wagons or people.  Goods flowed in, goods flowed out, and many of them were on display outside.  The four wide streets surrounding the building were lined with… not stalls, exactly, but benches and long tables, each covered over with their brightly-colored awnings.  Only the sides facing the Hall were so occupied.  The building, itself, was clear of obstructions so as not to impede the flow of traffic. 

    Thriving commerce.  Another good sign. 

    At the edge of town, slowly being surrounded by the expanding urbanization, I spied a wide cluster of construction.  Several circular buildings were in the process of going up.  Work seemed to be going slowly, but the quality of the stonework was exceptional.  Someone was taking great care to get it right and do a first-class job.  A Temple complex, perhaps?  It looked like a typical Temple layout.  My altar ego did mention factions, one of which accepted him as a god… 

    The town also had a wizard’s shop.  Only one, though, and I wondered why.  He advertised several services, from medicine to messenger.  I didn’t go in.  Last time I went into a Tautan wizard shop, alarms went off.  They may not understand what I am, but they either detect me as something inhuman or they detect my cloaking spells—that is, their spells know I’m there, but they don’t get a reading.  It’s probably like a doctor looking at an x-ray of a person and all it shows is an outline with nothing inside. 

    I saw no point to disturbing the wizard.  I’m a wizard and have no desire to be disturbed, either. 

    Perhaps best of all, I saw the decoration.  From carving to painting, reliefs to outright sculpture, the town was gaining traction on the ornamentation front.  It’s almost an obsession for these people.  Everything has to be decorated.  They can’t stand for something to be beautifully utilitarian.  It has to have carving, gilding, inscriptions, filigree, or something. 

    There’s a sure sign of prosperity for you. 

    You do good work, Boss. 

    “You mean Leisel does good work.” 

    Who started it?  Who hired her?  Who put her in charge? 

    “Story of my life.  I find someone competent and let them take over.” 

    You raised the mountain walls against the kustoni, Boss, Firebrand pointed out.  You set up the fortification at the gorge.  You built the bridge.  You built the road.  This place couldn’t exist if you hadn’t. 

    “It was a few spells.  The locals could have done it if they put their minds to it.” 

    Yeah, but they didn’t, and if they did, they wouldn’t have made it look easy.  You give yourself too little credit, Boss. 

    “Because I’m a poor risk.  Is that Leisel?” 

    It is. 

    Leisel approached, smiling.  She looked almost exactly as I remembered her.  Of course, for her it had only been a year.  Her hair was still black, her eyes still clear and bright, and she walked with a spring in her step.  Why did I expect her to be old?  Because time moved differently for us in more ways than one.  Immortality problems are compounded by time-traveler problems. 

    Her escorts, a pair of armed women in plate-and-scale armor, hustled to keep up with their principal.  She wore armor, as usual, but her suit of scales was in much better shape than I recalled.  No doubt she had time to have it seen to, as well as the wherewithal to afford it.  The enameling was of a different design, though.  A sword of fire with black wings, point-down, with a rearing horse dexter and something I didn’t quite recognize opposite.  A dragon?  The detail wasn’t great, of course, being on scale armor, but I would doubtless see better representations if I looked for them. 

    House Lucard has a device.  Could be worse. 

    “Mazhani,” she greeted me, rolling her hand forward over her heart. 

    “It’s good to see you again,” I told her, extending my hand, palm out.  Her smile came on like the Sun coming out of eclipse as she placed her palm against mine.  We intertwined fingers.  “Busy?” I asked. 

    “Not now,” she told me.  She stepped next to me, still holding my hand.  “I was headed back to the keep.” 

    “I would be delighted to walk with you.” 

    “Of course.”  She turned to her bodyguards and nodded at them.  They saluted, the one where the hand starts in the center of the chest, palm down, and rotates upward and out, as though presenting a gift.  They bowed deeply as they did so, backing away. 

    I introduced Leisel and Gus.  Gus sniffed her and licked her hand, wagging his tail, and Leisel petted him.  Instant friends.  I like that.  I held out a hand and Leisel linked her arm with mine as we strolled together.  Gus stayed on my opposite side. 

    “I’ve missed you,” Leisel told me, holding on to me a bit tighter than was absolutely necessary.  I patted the hand on my arm. 

    “I’ve missed you, too.  I’ve been busy with my daughter.” 

    “No doubt.  I’ve wondered how the child fares.” 

    “She’s doing pretty well.  Velina’s giving her a hard time on the practice field.  It’s good for her, though.” 

    “What?  Velina is battling a child?” 

    From her tone, I wasn’t sure if she was more concerned for Velina or for the child.  I have something of a reputation around here.  I thought I heard a rogue thought about demon children being more dangerous than anticipated.  I’m getting more psychic the more I practice.  I ignored her thought. 

    “It’s been a bit longer for me than for you,” I told her, mildly. 

    “How is that possible?” 

    “Remember the trick I pulled to let Renata have her baby in a hurry?” 

    “I know you did it, but I do not understand it.” 

    “I did something similar for Phoebe.  She’s much older.  Seventeen?  Eighteen?  Something like that.  Seventeen, at least.” 

    “Seventeen,” she stated, flatly.  It’s not that she didn’t believe me.  She didn’t know how to respond. 

    “I haven’t managed to keep precise track.” 

    “Do you work miracles for fun,” she asked, finally, “or is it more like breathing?” 

    “Depends on the type of miracle, I guess.  Keep this one a secret, though, would you?  I’d rather not have to start fielding questions about whether or not she’s a soulless monster.  She is not, but I still don’t want to have the argument.” 

    “I am pleased your daughter has finally come to visit from whatever land you come from,” she told me, firmly.  That would be the party line.  “As long as I have you here, would you mind if I asked for a few of your miraculous interventions?” 

    “Depends on what they are,” I agreed, cautiously.  We passed through the bastion of the castle gate and headed across the courtyard to the keep.  I heard a fiery whoomp from the barn as Bronze did something to her semi.  Gus looked at me and I acknowledged he could go find Phoebe again.  He trotted off. 

    “One of the foremost,” Leisel said, guiding me inside, “is the monsters.” 

    “Monsters?  How many monsters?” 

    “As many as you like.” 

    “I don’t think I quite understand.  You have a monster problem?” 

    “Yes.  We need more.” 

    “Now I really don’t understand.  You need more monsters?” 

    “Yes.  For the elder warriors who have flocked to the valley.” 

    I sometimes wonder if my memory is improving or worsening as I get older.  I remember everything, provided I want to go into my mental study and look it up.  Sometimes, though, things slip my mind like greased ferrets. 

    “Ah!  Huron!  The dinosaur!” 

    “Yes.  Many have come, hoping for a final employment.”  The term is actually galamek le’sana, which might be better translated as last quest, but the culture of the Tassarian Empire doesn’t look at it the same way I do.  It’s not a quest.  It’s honorable employment.  It’s a final mission from which one does not return.  In many ways, it makes me think of the legends of the samurai.  There is no failure, only success or death.  The warriors, especially the older ones, would rather die fighting than diminish.  To slowly decline in ranking is humiliating. 

    “How many do we have?” I asked. 

    “I don’t know.  More keep trickling in.  Dozens, from all over the Empire.” 

    “And they each want their own monster?” 

    “They hope for one,” she corrected. As we walked, people saluted and bowed as they stepped out of her way.  I hoped they were stepping out of her way.  She took it in stride, so maybe.  “It is a worthy death.” 

    “That’s a lot of monsters.  I don’t suppose they’d settle for going out in groups to monster-hunt?  I’m sure I can find some sufficient to cause fatalities.  Or do they need to face a monster in single combat?” 

    “Single combat would be preferred.  But the monster, if it kills the warrior, must not escape.” 

    “We can re-use a monster as long as it wins?  Put it in an arena and let the warriors go in one at a time?  As long as they kill it eventually, it’s acceptable?” 

    “Perhaps,” she said, doubtfully.  “They might accept it.  Some of them.  An arena is not the same as hunting a dangerous beast.” 

    “I’ll think about it.  The last thing we need is a bunch of older, experienced warriors getting surly in the valley.” 

    “There are many more younger ones.  They should not be insulted again, either.” 

    “‘Again’?” 

    “With your demonstration.” 

    “‘Demonstration’?” 

    “Where you used non-warriors.” 

    “You’ve lost me.” 

    As we headed to the keep, Leisel explained.  A year ago, I introduced pump-action crossbows to the local armory.  In proving their efficacy, I had several warriors and a bunch of random civilians keep up a steady barrage.  The simplicity of use and overall effectiveness of the weapon was not welcomed by the general class of warriors.  Moreover, civilians aren’t supposed to handle weapons—real weapons, I mean.  Tools that have no other use.  That’s the job of warriors. 

    Oops.  I’m breaking social norms again.  Well, if they’re fragile enough to break, they probably need to. 

    As we crossed the courtyard and entered the keep, I apologized to Leisel. 

    “I didn’t mean to step on anyone’s toes,” I added.  “It was only a demonstration of how effective the things could be in groups.  One on one, a warrior will still run right over an untrained civilian.” 

    “Yes, and I have pointed this out many times.  A good shield takes care of most concerns, provided one can afford a shield of such quality.  The warriors of the valley have also been practicing with this new weapon.  Like bows, they are best used in groups to break a charge, and to that end, most feel they are impractical.” 

    “Their main use is in siege warfare.” 

    “So we have determined.  They are far superior to throwing rocks, spears, or anything else.  To that end, the warriors have embraced this new weapon, but they still feel it is of limited utility beyond defending a wall.” 

    “In their view, it probably is,” I admitted.  The locals have a more personal-scale view of warfare than I do.  They tend to view it as a contest, not an all-out attempt to break your enemies, see them driven before you, and hear the lamentation of anyone you didn’t kill. 

    “What other view is there?” Leisel asked, leading me upstairs.  I didn’t answer. 

    “So, are the warriors still upset with my new weapon?  Or with me?” 

    “No, I wouldn’t say so.  Not anymore.  You are the Master of Secrets, not the Lord of Warriors.  You provided a new thing.  You revealed something never before known.  It was up to us, the warriors, to figure out how best to use it.  Once Velina gave me that idea, I used it.  Now the warriors are content, but will, I think, appreciate any new weapon revelations be given directly to them, rather than handed out to anyone.” 

    “Please convey my understanding of their request and my willingness to listen to their prayers.  But did you say Velina gave you the idea?” 

    “I did.” 

    “She talks?” 

    “Silly man.  Of course she talks.”  Leisel opened her door and ushered me inside. 

    During the rearrangement of the architecture, Leisel made her bedroom the space directly above the sand-table room.  The scrying room and all its mirrors were in another tower.  I was suspicious when we headed for her bedroom, but she had business on her mind.  She kicked a chair out from a small table and took another for herself. 

    “There are also many minor things—for you—I would like to address,” she started.  “First, however, I should like to know how long you intend to stay.  Have you returned for good?” 

    “I’m not sure I’m ever anywhere for good, or vice-versa, but I think I can be here for a day or two.  There are errands here, or so I’m told, then other things I have to get back to.” 

    “So, you will be here tomorrow?” 

    “If you like, and barring any unexpected complications.” 

    “Good.  Then I can address other matters.  First, the plumbing…” 

    I didn’t have to bring up the architecture with her.  She had quite a list.  I felt like a husband with a three-day weekend and gutters to clean. 

    Strangely, it wasn’t a bad feeling at all. 

      

    I took sunset in the room I originally thought would be Leisel’s bedroom, in the third tower.  Leisel doesn’t stay there, since she views the fancy quarters as the chambers of the Mazhani of La Mancha. I find the title amusing, ironic, and painfully correct.  Fortunately, the upstairs bedrooms all have shower stalls.  All three of the central towers have water storage in the top levels.  I like running water, unlike my legendary counterparts.  It’s deep water I disagree with. 

    I emerged from the shower toweling off and found both Phoebe and Gus lying on the bed.  Gus was panting and happy.  Phoebe was battered and exhausted.  I finished drying and started putting on armor. 

    “Pop?” she asked, not bothering to lift her head. 

    “Yo.” 

    “Is Velina mean?” 

    “No.” 

    Phoebe groaned and threw her less-bruised arm over her eyes. 

    “I need real armor,” she moaned. 

    “You have scale mail.” 

    “It’s not enough.” 

    “Learn to not get hit.” 

    “What else is armor is for?” 

    “It’s to protect you when you do.  You’re getting lessons in not taking a hit at all.  Be aware of your surroundings and be fast enough to avoid danger.” 

    “You said to enchant my own and prove I could do it.  Then we’d get me some real armor.” 

    “Have you finished your enchantments?  Have you even started?” 

    “Not yet.” 

    “Then not yet.” 

    “It doesn’t seem fair.” 

    “You want to wear rigid armor now?  So she’s allowed to hit you as hard as she can?” 

    Phoebe groaned again.  I took a quick look at her spells.  She had a general healing spell running and a dozen specific ones.  No broken bones, but a greenstick fracture in her left forearm.  No ruptures or internal bleeding.  No concussion.  Bruises and tissue damage galore, though.  I’ve never seen her so beat up, but I expected… I’m not sure if I expected worse.  Was Velina was taking it easy on her—“easy,” as far as a member of the warrior caste is concerned—or is Phoebe really good at defending herself?  Or did all my work to toughen her tissues pay off? 

    Gus, at least, had a good evening.  Despite my reassurance, he had a hard time with the way Velina and Phoebe practiced, but Phoebe petted him between bouts.  While they fought, he merely fidgeted and ran around.  Something like sixty people scratched behind his ears and fluffed his face-fur and gave him tummy rubs and told him he was a good dog.  All in Tassarian, not English, but the tone is universal.  Gus is remarkably popular.  The few dogs I’ve seen in Tauta are considerably smaller, short-furred things, presumably due to the heat.  Gus is fluffy.  If his collar didn’t keep him cool, he’d melt. 

    “Do you want to practice with Velina some more?” I asked. 

    “I don’t know.  Can I get lessons instead of beatings?  ’Cos I’m okay with lessons.” 

    “The beatings are lessons.  Not the only kind of lesson, but an important one.  The beatings weed out weaklings who don’t have the determination and guts to push through the pain and fight.  If you can’t handle a beating in a practice match, you’ll give up quick the first time someone hits you for real.” 

    Phoebe raised her head enough to look at me. 

    “I don’t think I like this school, Pop.” 

    “So give up on it,” I suggested, and latched my breastplate closed. 

    “I definitely don’t like giving up,” she muttered, head flopping back on the bed.  I chuckled to myself.  She was seldom a stubborn child, but she never did like leaving something unfinished.  I think I’m lucky in that regard. 

    “So decide what’s more important to you.  Do you want to learn to fight?  Not defend yourself, which you can do already, but go hunt someone down, beat his brains in, and stand victorious with one foot on his bloody, broken corpse?  Or not?  Either way, I’m happy.  But you have to decide what’s right for you.” 

    “How well do I have to fight if I’d rather be just a witch?” 

    “You mean ‘wizard’.” 

    “No, I meant what I said.  Witch.” 

    “How do you figure?” 

    “Isn’t a witch a person who makes a deal with an entity in exchange for magical powers?  Or a partly-human descendant of a human and something else.  Don’t I qualify?” 

    “Yes, but only on a technicality.  And you can quit practicing combat anytime you like.” 

    “I don’t know, Pop.  Velina isn’t pulling punches.” 

    “Sorry.” 

    “I don’t mean to complain,” she added.  “I do think I’m learning.” 

    “That’s not what I’m sorry for.” 

    “Huh?” 

    “It’s still up to you,” I told her.  “Study what you want.”  She lifted her head for a moment to look at me. 

    “Don’t you have an opinion?” 

    “I sure do.  But you’re getting to the age where you have to make more of your own choices and take responsibility for your own life.  I’ll do my best to be here for you, whatever you decide, but you need to make decisions.” 

    She flopped her head back on the bed again.  Gus licked her face and she ran fingernails through his fur. 

    “I’ll think about it.” 

    “Rest up.  Feel better.  I’ve got an errand to run.” 

    “I want to come along, but I’m not up to it.” 

    “I imagine.  I’ll send someone up with food.” 

    “Thanks, Pop.” 

    I went downstairs, found someone, gave instructions, and headed up another tower to the sand table room.  My altar ego—Uncle Dusty! Hahaha!—formed up a moment after I called. 

    “How’s your evening going?” he asked. 

    “Eh.  I had a long talk with Leisel about plumbing, layout, and maybe helping a bit with the mineshafts.  She also wants to know if I can hurry the kustoni along in the evolution of trade relations.  It seems they’re called ‘those kustoni bastards,’ not just ‘kustoni’.” 

    “Yeah.  They’re barbarians.  Not just in the sense of ‘not like us,’ but barbarian barbarians.  Civilizing them is a process.  A long one.  Speaking of which, my project should help it along.” 

    “I’m visiting rival shamans to persuade them to acknowledge personified gods?  Gods with names?  ‘Thor,’ rather than ‘the storm god’ or whatever?  Anthropomorphic gods?” 

    “Exactly.” 

    “All right, let’s go over the divine dogma.” 

    “And prep some spells,” he suggested. 

      

    And so it came to pass the Dark Lord descended into the world in the form of a terrible, black-armored man-shape.  He wore the night about his shoulders.  He mounted the wind and thunder, gleaming black in the blood-colored flame of its breath.  At his passage, the ground shook, a cold came upon all who beheld him, and smoke trailed in his wake.  Nine times did he pause, snatching up a heretic and tossing him across the withers of the dark steed.  Each time, with a ringing scream like shearing metal, his mount reared and turned, tearing a hole in the night as it disappeared. 

    Nine men were thus delivered to a council of three, the priests of the Dark Lord.  And the priests spoke to the nine heretics, using all their wiles to persuade them.  As they spoke, a figure carved from darkness and fire sat behind them, wings outspread like canopies of empty sky, and his steed gazed balefully down with burning eyes. 

    Invisible to the mortals, thin lines of darkness touched the hearts of the nine heretics, chilling them so the cool words of reason and persuasion might fall less harshly upon them. 

    Yet the nine stood tall and defiant, refusing to listen, refusing to accept the Dark Lord as a god.  One even dared to voice his defiance. 

    He fell apart.  Seemingly with but a glance, the Dark lord parted mortal flesh as though with a thousand blades, sliced him through and through into a pile of offal before the horrified eyes of his fellows.  His blood rained from his body even as his organs and entrails piled loosely upon the ground.  The offal remained, but the blood crawled toward the Dark Lord, like a thing of abject sorrow crawling to its master for forgiveness. 

    And the remains moved! 

    The eyes blinked and looked wildly about.  Pale lips writhed.  Bits of bone-white fingers twitched.  Even the empty heart, lying exposed in the hollow cage of the ribs, continued to beat, air whistling horribly through the dry orifices.  Death came for the heretic and was denied, for the mortal man was held firm in the icy grip of the Dark Lord’s will. 

    The priests of the Dark Lord knelt and made obeisance to their god.  The eight heretics joined them, swearing their loyalty, promising their worship.  Each heretic heard words within his mind as the Dark Lord spoke, each to each, of how much truth lay in their hearts. 

    To most, he said, I accept your service. 

    To others, he said, I know you are not faithful, but you intend to obey.  You will learn. 

    And to the last, I know you intend to betray Me by speaking against Me in secret.  Yet even so, you will serve Me by tempting those who can be swayed against Me. 

    Then a darkness akin to blindness fell upon the world for the space of a dozen frantic heartbeats.  When it lifted, the Dark Lord and his sacrifice of a man not quite dead were vanished, gone into the night like a drop of water in the sea. 

      

    Bronze spent the rest of the night rumbling contentedly in her big rig.  I reported to the celestial version of the Dark Lord. 

    “How was that?  You saw the whole thing, right?” 

    “Yep.  Saw it all.  Thanks.  You do good work.” 

    “I think you mean quality work.” 

    “Depends on your point of view, I guess.” 

    “Why is there always one guy?” I complained. 

    “One guy?” 

    “One smartass who wants to spit in the face of terror?” 

    “Sometimes there’s none,” he pointed out. 

    “Yeah, but if it’s not zero, it’s one.” 

    “If there’s one, there are others.  The first guy is the only one you see.  After the first one, the rest keep their mouths shut.” 

    “I guess that could account for it,” I admitted.  “Anything else you need?” 

    “No, I think we’ve got most things sorted out.  Check in with Leisel again, though.  She’s more in touch with the human needs of the valley.” 

    “I thought you two spoke regularly?” 

    “Yeah, but she doesn’t like asking me for things.” 

    “Why am I not surprised?” 

    “Because you know she’s an independent, self-sufficient, strong woman?” 

    “I was being sarcastic.” 

    “I wasn’t.” 

    “Maybe we should get you a body you can use as a real avatar.  It sounds like you and Leisel are getting along.” 

    “I respect her.” 

    “So do I,” I admitted.  “I’ll see about the social issues, if any.  Tonight, I have more material upgrades.  Meanwhile, I’ve got a favor to ask you.” 

    “Shoot.” 

    “You exist on an energy plane, so individual physical realms are all kind of generic to you, right?” 

    “Well, that was a hard left from the conversation.” 

    “It’s been on my mind.  Well?” 

    “It’s sort of like that, yeah.  If I have an energy source in a physical reality, it’s easier to manifest a portion of my power there.  The energy tuned to me makes a channel I can use to backtrack to it.  It’s kind of like you with a brute-force gate versus a two-gate connection.” 

    “Yeah, but can you detect them even if you can’t actually look inside them?  Can you find physical planes of existence in the greater cosmological scheme of things?” 

    “What are you getting at?” 

    “I may have a bad visualization on this, so bear with me,” I cautioned.  “If the energy planes—let’s say ‘overlap.’  Or surround.  Let’s say the energy planes are like an ocean.  The physical planes are like islands.  You can find an island in the ocean, but it takes a lot of effort on your part to crawl out of the ocean onto the island.  Finding them isn’t the problem—entering them is.  Yes?” 

    “Hmm.  Yes, it is a bad visualization,” he agreed.  “Still, in certain limited ways, maybe it works as a metaphor.  Why?” 

    “I may want to conduct some sensory-merging experiments.  Do you know if your attention on an Earth timeline causes it to branch?” 

    “How would I know?” he asked.  “I only go to the ones you do.  Those are branches.  The real Earth timelines are safe from you and all the other chaos Things.” 

    “Good point.  Okay.  I’m trying to find a way to look in on an Earth timeline without automatically branching another one off.  I need more subtle and undetectable techniques.” 

    “Can’t you do spot-checks on a timeline by branching it and looking over the branch?” 

    “Yes, but I’m working on altering the past—now the future—and this may require some serious time-travel alteration bullshit.  Besides, I need to keep an eye on Rethven and I can’t.” 

    “I get the part about Rethven, but why the Earthlines?” 

    “Think about it.  Somewhere, there’s going to be a village or something in the Pyrenees where Sasha’s creator or sire or whatever turns her into a vampire.  I have to be there to do it, right?” 

    “Right.” 

    “But, for now, if I go to any Earth, I go to a branch.  Not to the original!  How can I get to where I’m supposed to be to make her so she can make me?” 

    “Uh…” 

    “Go on.  I’ll wait.” 

    “Hold on,” he told me, frowning.  “The Hand kept going to our world to screw around with it.  They were using gates, weren’t they?  Didn’t they branch the place?” 

    “I hadn’t thought of that,” I replied, slowly.  “Could be.  No, certainly.  Their gate thaumaturgy was of the most basic, primitive sort.  They had to branch the timeline.  Regardless, this still leaves me with a timing problem.” 

    “How so?” 

    “As an example, let’s assume I turned Sasha into a vampire in the tenth century.  Okay?” 

    “Okay.” 

    “What if the Hand doesn’t hit that Earth to start hunting vampires until the twelfth century?” 

    “Hmm.  Well, you go to branches all the time.  Unless you go out of your way to test them, can you tell the difference?” 

    “No.  I have to try and branch them as a test.” 

    “Then, is there any reason the Hand can’t miss an original timeline and hit a branch with their first try?  I mean, isn’t that where you come from, anyway?  There aren’t a hundred or a billion of you, so you’re a low-probability timeline branch creature.  Sure, you found alternates of you in other Earthlines, but damn few.  And none of those were vampires!” 

    “Yes… that’s true.  What are you trying to say?” 

    “It’s possible the Hand’s interference created the branching timeline where you became a nightlord.  It’s also possible you already branched the timeline, created Sasha, all that good stuff, and they hit your branch.” 

    “They’re trying to find vampires,” I mused, “hunting down the nightlords of Rethven.  If they do their gate stuff first, they find a world—creating a branch or hitting an existing one, it makes no difference.  The time differential is unstable, of course.  They mess with it, sending agents, encouraging vampire hunting.  If I start the branch before they do, I create a branch of my own, find Sasha, do my thing, they hit my branch with their gates, and we all carry on as per preordination.” 

    “I think you mean ‘preordainment’.  ‘Preordination’ would be prior to becoming a priest.” 

    “Whatever the word is, I’ve gone back in time, so I could create the whole timeline branch that creates Sasha, which the Hand winds up tapping because it contains the vampire type they’re looking for, and in which I am eventually born, turned into a vampire, and start the whole causal paradox loop.” 

    “Bloody paradoxes,” he muttered.  Then, together, “I hate time travel!” 

    “I’m about to give up figuring it out.  I’m just going to cope with it as it comes.” 

    “Shouldn’t you be prepared?” 

    “For what?  Tell me what contingencies to prepare for.” 

    “Oh.” 

    “Yeah.  I have enough headaches from my nightly bug-eating.  I don’t need to add to them.” 

    “Huh?” 

    “Never mind.  I do plan to be prepared, but in general, not in specific.  Learn all I can to be ready, not stockpile specific ammunition.” 

    “Good plan.  There’s no telling what the Hand has in store for whatever world they hit.  They may send missionaries—or just vampire hunters.” 

    “Fair point.  So, you think the Hand will create a branch—or at least hit my branch—of an Earth timeline.  In it, I’m going to find a spot to live, settle down, find Sasha, and so forth?” 

    “I don’t see how you can avoid it,” he decided.  “You can’t inject yourself into an original timeline.” 

    “Hmm,” I mused, running it through my mental computations.  “It does seem to be the case.” 

    “Glad I could help.  If I have.” 

    “Maybe.  I’ll need to think about it some more.  Timeline branches tend to collapse if I don’t maintain them, though.  I think I’d have to set something… no, the Hand will maintain the branch with their gate activity.  All I have to worry about is an untimely death on my part.  Or avoiding a predestined time of death.” 

    “Especially if you’re actually killed by a peasant mob.  Inconvenient.  Humiliating.” 

    “No kidding.  I suspect Church shenanigans among the peasants.  How many priests are in the mob?  How many of the mob are fanatical followers?  Or is there some sort of mage along for the ride?  These are important questions.  I’m not looking forward to finding out how they kill me after I create Sasha.” 

    “We need to work on avoiding your destiny.” 

    “No shit?” 

    “Ah.  I touched a nerve.  I apologize.” 

    I grumbled, but let it go. 

    “I still want to find a way to examine, maybe even enter a timeline without branching it,” I insisted, changing the subject.  “I need to know more about how the universes are put together.” 

    “I can probably help you with locating them,” he mused.  “You have to remember, though, I don’t have much influence inside one without worshippers.” 

    “Hold on,” I told him.  “I just realized something.  Angels have no problems going from Earth to Earth, even the branches.  At least, I assume I’m not creating a whole new crop of angels every time I branch a timeline.” 

    “I wouldn’t think so.  You’ve mentioned how they know about the multiple Earthlines, but they seems ignorant of the voidworlds.  My guess is they exist in specific energy-state realms—only on certain channels, if you like—associated with Earthlines.” 

    “So they can pop back and forth on whatever missions they’re on.  Why can’t you, as an energy-state being, pop into a base Earthline?” 

    “I’m not an angel.  Oh, there are similarities, sure, but we’re not structured the same.” 

    “How so?” 

    “It’s hard to explain.” 

    “I’ve heard that before.” 

    “Well, it is!” 

    “Fine.  Give me something to get my mental hooks into.” 

    “All right.  They’re on a different frequency.  Like radio waves bouncing off the ionosphere to reach anywhere on the planet, some frequencies do it well.  Others go right through the ionospheric shell and out into space.  Angels are inside the shell and I’m outside.  That’s almost entirely wrong, but it’s an excellent lie.” 

    “Understood.” 

    “I don’t know for certain if they can or can’t reach a void-world, but I don’t think so.  I can go anywhere, if I care to make the effort, but they seem more… rigid?  Inflexible?  Programmed, maybe.  I can see multiple energy planes and therefore see other voidworlds as well as the Earthlines.  I know what I’m aiming for.  I don’t think they can see out of the shell, much less go through it, so they can’t reach—or even know about—anything but Earthlines.” 

    “You can see voidworlds pretty easily, though, and poke your nose into Earthline branches?” 

     “It ain’t easy,” he reminded me.  “Your ocean-island metaphor applies here.  I can swim around and find the underwater mountain, no problem.  Without a convenient river to swim upstream—and by that, I mean believers—what is on the island is a mystery until I actually heave up out of the water and go look.  It’s not something I do lightly.” 

    “I’m going to be dissecting angels in the not-so-distant future.  Maybe I can figure out how they’re put together and graft something onto you.” 

    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.  I’d rather not be a test subject for energy-state organ transplant research.” 

    “I understand.  As for how to sneak a look into difficult universes, I’m kind of at a dead end in my research.  I need a radical change in perspective to suggest new lines of attack on the problem.  Understanding how you view the multidimensional reality of multiple universes might give me that.” 

    “Okay by me.” 

    “How do we go about this?” 

    “Now?” 

    “You busy?” 

    “Not really, I guess.  Let’s see… I’m not sure it’s ever been done.  We probably need to start in your mental study.” 

    I sat down on the floor, assumed a meditation posture, and tried for a calm, still, centered feeling. 

    “Okay.  Let’s do this,” I suggested.  He chuckled. 

    “This is quite a switch.  Usually, I’m the one wanting to hijack your eyes.  We’ll make you a god, yet.” 

    “The hell you say.” 

      

    For the curious, let me say it is possible to view the multiverse through the eyes of god.  Well, a celestial entity.  It’s not an omniscient perspective, but it is a profoundly different one.  I’m not sure I can explain it.  My islands-in-the-ocean metaphor was, indeed, a bad one, but useful for the kind of work I was trying to do.  I have a new perspective—pardon the pun—on the relationships between energy planes and the material ones.  Does it have any bearing on my chaos-spanning wormhole interfaces?  I’m not sure.  I have a lot to process. 

    While I did my thinking, I spent the rest of the night in care and maintenance of a valley.  I did a lot of work in my mental study, digging up old blueprints for the castle and rearranging them.  Clearly, running water was popular, so consolidating the central towers and adding a much larger cistern was worthwhile.  The underground pipe from the river divided to deliver water to each tower, but two more pipes—to keep them too small for anyone to crawl into, either accidentally or on purpose—were in order.  With two new ones constantly pumping water up to the cistern, the intermittent use within the castle would be dealt with.  The original one could be retasked to provide a separate flow under the various toilet facilities.  The drains, meanwhile, could be redirected to a settling tank, with the overflow exiting via the river, probably through a drain behind one of those small waterfalls. 

    Anyone trying to sneak upriver would get what they deserved.  Namely, dysentery and other complications. 

    Dang.  I forgot to discuss the possible river trade options with Leisel.  Mental note. 

    She did say we needed a great hall, which I didn’t include because I didn’t see a need for one.  Now I laid it out in the plans, put a hallway around it, added meeting-chambers of differing sizes, and doubled the size of the hearth in the kitchen.  Ventilation was no problem—I’m good at that, despite my intermittent breathing—but the stairs needed work.  They’re fine for me, but Leisel finds them a bit too tall.  One more step per floor, making all of them proportionally shallower, would be about right.  No, let’s be sure.  Make it two more steps. 

    There were a dozen other little things needing attention, but nobody would have noticed them without living with them.  A house can look great before you buy it, but a year later you’re asking yourself what you were thinking.  Same principle. 

    I updated the designs and added a few more evolutionary stages to the castle.  It might never need to be as big and dangerous a fortress as it would someday be, but you never know.  If nothing else, it would be intimidating to visitors.  Having them get the idea attacking these maniacs would be futile, a disaster, or both might not be such a bad thing.  I integrated the new designs into the construction spells and let them continue on their gradual courses. 

    The rest of my ongoing spells were running well.  The valley was slightly cooler due to the sunshade converter, but it only intercepted wavelengths nobody used, with special attention to the requirements of plants.  I could get more energy out of it to hasten the castle’s construction, but let’s not mess with a good thing.  The mining spells were expended long ago, of course, but people built villages nearby to take over the work.  No more bricks came out, but they were after the ore.  To be fair, they were cutting bricks, too. 

    I hunted through my headspace library to compile what I knew about historical farming techniques.  Bones have phosphorous.  Compost is fertilizer.  They already know how to use manure.  Given a four-field crop rotation, they should be darn near self-sufficient, at least at the current population levels.  Do they have clover here?  Or peanuts?  Those are two important crops for rotating fields.  They bind nitrogen into the soil, if I recall. 

    Wait a minute. 

    The grazing animals are mostly horses, not cattle or sheep.  Do they eat horses here?  Judging by my previous meals, I would say they do not routinely do so, but it’s more of a poor man’s stew situation than a faux pas.  Persons above a certain station will not stoop to horse meat. 

    Why all the horses?  Plowing?  Transportation?  Both?  We do need efficient plowing animals and oxen don’t make the cut.  The roads out of here are good, but something needs to haul a wagon.  They’re short on most other farm animals—and big on waterwheels—because they need horsepower. 

    I wonder if we can make a land deal with the kustoni?  Answer: No.  Why did I even bother to wonder?  Maybe we can clear land on the Empire side.  It’ll be the first thing hit by an invading force, kind of like the old idea of the march lands as border lands.  I’ll have to suggest the idea to Leisel and Hazir. 

    The quarrying, though, made me wonder about construction and erosion.  As time goes by, drainage will carry soil into the river and out of the valley.  Maybe there should be something in the mountains turning rock to soil so the rains can wash it down into the valley. 

    So I set up a few.  We’ll look in on those in another century and see how the soil depth in the valley has changed.  Oh, and as a bonus, the rains will bring down more nutrient-rich compounds.  Sweet. 

    I looked around more, thinking about what else they might need.  Aside from a few sick or injured people—now fixed, or well on the road to recovery, because I’m like that—there didn’t seem to be much.  They were doing very well. 

    I did take a swipe at the “pavement” of the city streets.  It smoothed over remarkably quickly.  Now it’s dividing into paving slabs.  They’ll want to replace bits of it, sooner or later. 

    Bronze trotted me out to Bridgefort.  It had a village behind it, mostly support for the staff in the fort.  The village also did some logging and built farms in the cleared space. 

    Someone had a bright idea for the far side of the bridge.  There’s a hump of mountainside around which the road runs.  I saw the signs of quarrying, making the hump smaller.  Carting it away one wagonload at a time wasn’t making a lot of progress, but it was stone for construction and would eventually give defenders another half-mile or more of clear view down the road.  More, if I straightened it a bit through the forest.  I made a note to give whoever it was better tools and a reinforced wagon. 

    I also fiddled a bit with the bridge.  The old spells were gone, having done their job.  Bronze wanted the bridge laid out slightly differently.  I didn’t ask why, just set up spells to start the changes she wanted.  The bridge would become a one-lane choke point.  Full-size wagons would have to cross one way, taking turns if necessary.  Individual horsemen and narrow carts would easily pass each other, though.  She specified a width of four meters.  

    I was curious, but Bronze was smugly silent on the subject. 

    On the way back, Firebrand and I visited a number of the largest stumps at the edges of the new farmland.  Firebrand can consume one efficiently in about half an hour.  It can remove one in a matter of seconds, but it takes more energy than the stump provides.  Firebrand has a break-even point around a minute and a half—less, if I give it spells to suck in oxygen—so we spent a few minutes helping clear land. 

    Then I had an idea. 

    I set up my spells and we went for a brisk trot around the stump-infested areas of the nascent farmland.  As we passed each one, I stabbed with Firebrand, starting a small fire on top of the stump.  After twenty or thirty stumps, we returned to a point as close to the middle as possible.  I stood up on Bronze’s back, lifted Firebrand high, and let it do its thing. 

    The spell connected Firebrand to the fires it started.  It wasn’t as good as being there, of course, but it allowed Firebrand to “touch” a lot of stumps at once.  The little fire burning on each stump flared white and spread rapidly, eating into the wood.  The air-moving spells repelled nitrogen and forced oxygen into an open cylinder around each stump.  From each one, a yellow-white line of rippling flame extended upward, arcing through the night to touch Firebrand, drawn to it even as Firebrand put forth its power. 

    For several minutes, Firebrand was wreathed in yellow flame as the stumps burned.  When they burned out, one by one, each line of fire darkened, turned yellow, orange, red, and diminished into nothingness.  One by one, they were sucked up into the fiery sheath around the blade until the only light was from Firebrand, itself. 

    That was interesting, it told me.  I sheathed it and seated myself again. 

    “Oh?  How so?” 

    Just interesting.  Usually, I concentrate on one thing at a time.  Multiple things was… yeah, interesting. 

    “Good as a fuel source?” 

    I get more out of it when I do it all myself, but with this setup… if you’ve got a lot of things to burn, I wouldn’t mind doing this again. 

    “I’m glad it wasn’t too unpleasant.” 

    I’m not sure I’d call it unpleasant.  Just different.  I prefer to focus. 

    “I understand.  I’ll see if I can refine the spell and make it more palatable.” 

    If you like. 

    We galloped across the valley because Bronze loves to run, and because I wanted to check on the trading fort at the tunnel.  It was in good shape.  The defensive ring around the tunnel mouth was complete.  Booths lined the inside, like a market.  Pulleys acted as trading scales, raising kustoni payment while at the same time lowering the items purchased.  Even the kustoni could grasp it as a visual representation of a trade.  This, too, had a new village, mostly of warriors, but also with sizable wooden buildings for storing trade goods.  Warehouses! 

    Another thing I noticed was the cistern.  It’s inside a building, but it’s basically a big, stone bucket.  They don’t have access to running water at the trading wall.  They have to haul barrels from the nearest irrigation aqueduct to store it. 

    I did a quick scrying check of the mining villages.  They, too, had water problems. 

    This I could fix.  I looked around the valley perimeter, did a little surveying, muttered darkly about instrumentation, fetched a theodolite, and tried again.  Eventually, I marked off a long, level line along the valley wall.  This is where I started spells to put a dent in the stone along it.  Eventually, in a week or so, there would be a trough in the wall at exactly the same level as the lip of the falls upriver.  The surface of the water in the wall-trough would be at the same level as the pool above the falls.  The bottom of the trough, on the other hand, would have an outlet at each village. 

    In another week, the trough would be sunk far enough into the valley wall to be sealed over, forming more of a pipe filled with water all the way around the valley.   

    Next up on my public works projects: Fountains.  Not decorative, necessarily, nor the water-spurting versions, but public fountains for dipping out your household water.  Running water was possible, but difficult to make widespread. 

    I returned to Tradefort to finish my examination of the defenses.  How hard would it be to go around the cliff-wall from the kustoni side?  I designed it to be difficult, but it was still navigable by a determined climber.  A mountain goat might have trouble, though. 

    Still, extending the cliff face to the north and south… how hard would it be?  With one spell going north and another south, it wouldn’t be difficult, just slow.  A foot a month?  A foot a year?  The way I pictured it, about a mile of mountainside would be affected by such a spell at any one time.  At the leading edge of the spell the ground would be normal.  As it inched forward, it would transform the mountainside, moving everything around to make more cliff.  By the time the trailing edge passed over, it would be completely transformed into cliff face.  The mile-long area of the spell would be the transition zone.  It wouldn’t be quick, but it could be started and left to its own devices. 

    What the hell.  I set one going in each direction and gave them hard limits of a hundred miles.  No sense in letting them build cliff walls all the way around the planet.  I’m not sure they’ll cover a hundred miles in a century—it’s a gradual process—but they might run forever if I didn’t include a stop condition. 

    I finished up at Tradefort and headed back to the castle and my room.  Two guards stood outside the door and saluted as I went in.  Phoebe was asleep on the bed, but there was a tray of food—a former tray of food—nearby.  Gus opened his eyes and looked at me without moving.  He informed me how Phoebe fed him some of her dinner, the tattletale, but he was still hungry.  Oops.  I forgot to feed the dog.  I promised him a big breakfast and he closed his eyes again, snoozing next to Phoebe. 

    Time check.  It was still Sunday back on Earth. 

    Sometimes, I love this time distortion stuff. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 2nd Day of Lorinskir, Year of the Falkennin 

      

    Despite spending the night checking over the nuts and bolts of the valley and tightening where necessary, I was done by dawn.  The changes would take time—days, months, years, whatever—but it was all in motion. 

    I turned slowly in the shower to wash away transformation byproducts, dried, and dressed.  Phoebe was still asleep, but Gus wormed his way off the bed without waking her.  I gestured for him to follow me and we crept out silently.  Two new door guards saluted. 

    Getting breakfast for Gus was interesting.  They don’t make “dog food” around here.  He was quite happy with bits and pieces of things humans preferred not to eat, though.  The kitchen staff ruffled his face and promptly began feeding him scraps of former animals.  It’s not a good full-time diet, but just this once… 

    Yeah, yeah.  I know.  It’s more than once.  He’s a good dog and I’m a terrible pet owner.  I’m iffy-to-awful at a lot of things.  But Gus is a happy dog. 

    I discovered the castle had a staff of runners, boys and girls whose job it was to run through the place and deliver messages, find people and things, and so on.  When one got the word, he hurried off and told every other runner he encountered what it was, and the process continued.  Eventually, they found what they were sent to find or delivered the message and the reply echoed back the same way.  It was surprisingly quick. 

    In this case, I was the “it” they hunted for and Leisel was the one who started the search.  I lumbered up the steps of the appropriate tower and knocked on her door.  She let me in and gestured me toward the small table.  It groaned under the weight of food. 

    The lady knows me. 

    We had breakfast while I talked around mouthfuls.  I updated her on the changes and changes to come.  She took it all in, especially the part about removing the ridge beyond Bridgefort.  She promised to make sure Jontar was well-paid and perhaps assisted in his quest to increase the Bridgefort line-of-sight. 

    “His efforts have been appreciated by the warriors.  It is not proper to have a fortification with no battleground.”  The word she used was kursavieta, which, literally translated, meant, place of contest. 

    Fortifications, such as gates, traditionally have a kursavieta where the champions of both sides can meet and try to settle matters before the actual battle begins.  I’m not sure of the specifics, but I get the impression the battle of Bridgefort was a rarity.  Normally, there’s some sort of personal challenge, then, if it comes to all-out war, there’s a formal fight outside the walls.  They don’t usually involve the city in the battle.  It’s the place of the warriors to do the fighting! 

    I’m not sure if these guys are more honorable than I am or just dumber.  The two aren’t mutually exclusive, I suppose.  It does cut down on civilian casualties, though. 

    I also remembered to discuss the pros and cons of river trade connecting to the sea.  I had to explain what a canal lock was and how it worked.  Leisel is quick on the uptake, but a canal lock was alien to her experience.  I had to illusion up an animation to get the idea across.  She promised to think it over and get back with me on whether she preferred a water-stairway to the sea or an elevator straight down to a subterranean dock district. 

    Leisel then briefed me on Hazir.  She’s been in contact with him regularly through his mirror.  He’s not exactly our spy, but he’s our major contact for the workings of the Empire.  He’s an insider, with friends and contacts of his own, especially now that his underground friends have a movement for change to get behind and join. 

    Fantastic.  Social justice warriors. 

    Why is it I blow up the culture wherever I go?  Is it the chaos in my blood?  Or am I a provincial, self-centered jerk who can’t blend in very well?  I’m sorry I came here and started all this noise!  Dang it, if I could find a way to not be involved, I would.  Trouble is, my altar ego likes it here, Leisel lives here, Hazir wants to improve the place… 

    Anyway, Hazir, as our contact, hears things.  He also keeps Leisel posted on the latest developments on the internal warfare of the local religion.  Sarashda is the closest major city and its new Temple—the old one got slightly broken—acknowledges the presence and divine right of other deities, one in particular, which amuses Hazir endlessly. 

    All in all, I’d say we covered most of the relevant business. 

    “There is one other thing,” Leisel added.  “Are you intending to return to your otherworld today?” 

    “It’s my intention, yes.” 

    “Immediately?” 

    “Not necessarily.  Phoebe is sleeping in after a hard day with Velina.  I’m not sure if she’ll want to see more of the place or if she’ll want to go back.  It depends on how she’s feeling, I guess.” 

    “Velina tells me she is competent, but unblooded.” 

    “That’s more than she ever says to me.” 

    “She finds it difficult to speak to you.” 

    “Sometimes I wish I didn’t have such a reputation.” 

    Leisel smirked.  I have no idea what the smirk meant. 

    “Your daughter has not yet been in a battle for her life?” 

    “I’m pretty sure she hasn’t.  I think she would have told me.” 

    “I should like to meet her.” 

    “Sure.” 

    “Afterward.” 

    “After what?” 

    “I like your new look,” she said, in what I thought was a non sequitur.  “The grey makes you look distinguished.  Is it from your travels in time?” 

    “Huh?  Oh.  It’s really a disguise.  Remember how Phoebe is seventeen?  I have to look as though I’ve aged or nobody will believe I’m her father.” 

    “I see.  You are still young and strong even though you look older?” 

    “Yep.” 

    Leisel laid a hard-callused hand on mine, pushing it and the fork gently down and out of the way. 

    “Prove it,” she whispered, and kissed me. 

      

    I set the healing spell to work on my back.  It would be better in minutes, but itchy for at least a half-hour.  I have to work out a flesh-welding spell that doesn’t require physical manipulation of the wound.  I really do.  Some places are hard to reach.  Leisel, meanwhile, poured icy water into thick, chilled mugs and handed me one.  I needed it. 

    “That was wonderful,” she said.  “Thank you.” 

    “Thank you,” I replied.  “It’s been a long time.  I didn’t realize how much I’ve missed this.” 

    “As I have missed you.  Have they no courtesans where you live?” 

    “Sure, but I’m not too interested in having sex with strangers.  To be fair, I usually have other things on my mind.” 

    “You seem entirely interested once I get your attention.” 

    “You aren’t a stranger, and I like paying attention to you.” 

    “Mm.  Yes.  And the intensity of your attention is fantastic.”  She slugged back the rest of her mug and sighed.  “The local virazi—” the generic plural of virazu and viraza, professional male and female prostitutes, “—are more than adequate, but it is their job.  It is hard for me to forget, no matter how skilled they are.” 

    “I take it, then, you haven’t been pining for me for the past year.” 

    “Naturally not.” 

    “Good.  I’d hate to think I’d left you high and dry for so long.” 

    She hugged me and nibbled on my ear for a moment.  I, on the other hand, consulted my digestion on the matter of the various types of wife and marital fidelity. 

    I’m not clear on the details, obviously, but I think the only type of wife forbidden to have extramarital affairs is the galvanais.  Sensible, since that type is the primary heir-producing one.  Everyone else is permitted—provided it’s with a professional. 

    There’s a whole class of people devoted to physical pleasures, so I guess it isn’t too unexpected to have rules permitting their… industry?  Trade?  Profession?  Allowing for it, anyway.  I’m not sure if the professionals are allowed to marry out of their caste, or only within their caste, or not at all.  Clearly, I’m suffering from cultural malnutrition. 

    “I am surprised,” she admitted, “since it has been so much longer for you.  Have you found no other in so many years?  Are the women of this other world forbidden to you in some manner?” 

    “Not at all.  I’m just… hmm.  Like I said, I have other things on my mind.  Getting laid is generally an operation involving a bit of trial and error, along with a not-inconsequential investment of time and resources.  Even assuming all I want is a sexual encounter.  Thing is, for me, I generally have to find someone interesting, not simply well-formed, before I’m interested at all.  I can’t help but think of a person as more than the piece of moving meat we call a body—but a nice body doesn’t hurt.” 

    I failed to qualify the statement regarding people I intended to kill and/or eat.  It wasn’t germane to the discussion.  Those aren’t people.  They really are just meat.  Well, meat with a few side orders. 

    “Is that a compliment I hear?” 

    I gave her a more direct compliment, which ended up with us lying on the floor, panting for breath.  This time, I poured the water. 

    “I’m not sure I like your ears,” she said, accepting a mug with one hand and running the fingertips of the other over the rounded ear in question. 

    “The people I’m around take pointed ears as a sign of evil.” 

    “Is it?” 

    “I can show you a whole race of ethical, philosophical, logical people who have pointed ears.  Another branch of that race has a nasty tendency toward military domination and conquest.  The ears don’t make the man.” 

    Someone knocked at the door. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Busy!” I shouted back. 

    “Can I go fight with Velina again?” 

    “Try not to break anything you can’t fix.  And find Gus.” 

    “Thanks, Pop!” she shouted through the door.  “Have a good time!” 

    Leisel emptied her mug and sighed.  She cocked her head at me. 

    “Why is your face changing color?” 

    “Grr.” 

    She giggled at me, which only made my lack of control over my blush reflex worse.  She took pity on my metaphorically-flaming face and kissed each cheek.  Mischievously, she took my wrists and pushed them up, holding them together above my head, and rolled over on top. 

    This is not a good position to put me in. 

    I don’t like being restrained, not even playfully.  I managed to keep my feelings out of my face, I think.  It hasn’t come up before, but we were going to discuss my preference in the matter.  Soon.  Before I did anything reflexive and violent. 

    For the moment, since Leisel felt playful, I could fake playful for her.  On the other hand, I wasn’t about to lie there and be pinned, not if I had any other choice.  I sat up and brought my arms down and around, overpowering her grip by brute force.  She smiled as I did so and smiled even more when I wrapped my arms around her, hauled us both up, and landed on the bed. 

    She didn’t struggle.  Come to think of it, it may be what she intended all along.  Leisel knows what she wants and isn’t afraid to go after it.  It’s a bit disconcerting when it’s me, but, in general, I find I don’t mind.  Is that odd? 

      

    Leisel knows what I like—although not all the things I dislike—and she has my affection, if not love.  I’m not good at love.  Leisel probably qualifies, but I need more words.  “Love” is a rather generic term.  I think Greek has several words for it, but I haven’t used Greek in ages. Eros, philia, ludus, agape… dang it, I know there are a couple more.  I’d recognize them if I heard them.  As far as love is concerned, it’s all Greek to me. 

    Most of the morning went away in a rather exhausting fashion.  I’ve been less tired after a protracted battle.  If you’re doing it right, it’s a lot of exertion and effort, it really is. 

    Instead of taking turns in the shower, I used cleaning spells on us.  Turns out Leisel has been practicing her magic, as well.  Cleaning spells aren’t overly complicated, but her usage of one to clean the bed pointed up differences between my spellcasting and other people’s.  Leisel waved her hands and chanted, gathering up power, shaping it as she laid her will on it and directed it.  It was an interesting process and one with which I was well familiar. 

    In a manner of speaking, I do the same thing.  I tend to do it much faster and mostly in my head.  My intent mixes with the spell-symbol language like a ribbon of fire running past my mind’s eye, almost as though I’m reading a fast-moving bit of film and wham!  Spell effect.  Sometimes I use a word or a gesture to help direct minor spells, but, from an outside perspective, I look at something and magic happens.  With bigger spells—gates are a good example—or when I’m being lazy, I still need to go through the more elaborate and lengthy spellcasting rituals. 

    Why is there a difference?  I don’t know.  I might have a larger personal reserve of power to use.  I might have a better capacity for reaching out to gather up magical force.  Or maybe I have a lot more practice at my spells, so I can mentally do what other people have to do with physical focusing aids.  It’s even possible I have chaos in my blood allowing me to reshape reality merely by thinking about it, but I doubt it.  If it was chaos-based reality-bending, angels would be all over me.  I think it’s a combination of factors, including decades of practice using magic in low-power worlds.  It’s kind of like an athlete training at high altitude, in the thinner air. 

    Watching Leisel cast a perfectly good cleaning spell on the bed furs while I cast two of them—one on her, one on me—pointed up the disparity.  Leisel isn’t a professional wizard, but she doesn’t need to be in order to be competent at a few specific spells. 

    Maybe I’m better at this whole magic thing than I give myself credit for. 

    I heard Firebrand snort.  If it hadn’t been in a sheath, the chair would have caught fire.  I ignored this with dignity. 

    Leisel clearly put planning into our morning, however.  Someone brought lunch for six, which worked out well since Leisel was hungry.  We ate in a comfortable quiet.  I know she likes me.  She knows I like her.  I’m not sure what to call this relationship, aside from “nonstandard.”  “Weird,” perhaps.  “Unconventional,” surely.  I’m obviously not a normal person, but Leisel doesn’t strike me as a normal woman, either.  Well, not normal from my original cultural perspective.  Maybe she’s typical for the Tassarian Empire in Tauta.  I wouldn’t know. 

    Still, I’m not sure where this relationship is going, if anywhere.  I don’t feel it’s a good idea to live here, but I can visit pretty much at will.  I guess it depends on what Leisel wants, really.  As for me, maybe it’s good practice for more committed forms of relationships.  Maybe I need less commitment.  Maybe I need to be committed.  Jury’s still out. 

    As we finished up, Leisel asked a question. 

    “Will you be gone another year?” 

    “I don’t know.  I come back when I’m called.” 

    “I meant physically.” 

    “Like I said, I come back when I’m called.” 

    “Oh.  I thought you were only physically here for emergencies.” 

    “If you’ve been talking to the sand table, yes, that’s probably a fair assessment.  He tends to think of me as an avatar.  You dare not summon the Avatar of the Lord of Shadows and Fire, the Master of the Sacred Mysteries, unless it’s for really desperate reasons.  And rightly so.  You call your friend, Al of House Lucard, whenever you feel like it.” 

    “I will remember.” 

    “Good.  Now, I should get my daughter and drag her back through the magic closet.” 

    “I will help you find her.  Thank you for coming.” 

    “Always happy to help.” 

    We strolled down the stairs in a companionable silence.  Leisel smiled a little, so I didn’t feel the need to talk.  She guided me to the practice yard, but I could have found it from the rapid sounds of wood on wood and wood on metal. 

    Phoebe wasn’t actually in the middle of a fight.  Several others were.  Phoebe was with Velina, talking and slowly going through maneuver drills we hadn’t gotten to.  When a maniac jumps her in an alley, she probably won’t have a sword, so half her training has been in mixed martial arts and the rest divided among other forms of personal mayhem.  I started to feel better about her skill set.  If her sword skills were to the point where Velina was walking her through advanced combinations, her kung fu must be strong. 

    I introduced Phoebe and Leisel.  Phoebe curtseyed and Leisel nodded.  The curtsey isn’t a Tautan gesture, but the intent was plain.  Leisel, as vidat of La Mancha, accepted it as it was intended. 

    Velina, meanwhile, tossed me a stick.  I caught it by reflex.  Never one to waste words, Velina.  At least, not on me, according to Leisel.  I wondered why. 

    Phoebe sat quietly while absently petting Gus.  Gus was perfectly content to lie there and get his wet fur ruffled.  He’s too fluffy for this climate, so someone poured water over him, probably at Phoebe’s request.  I know how he feels.  I have to upgrade his collar with a better thermal stabilizer. 

    Off to one side, there was a bit of a scuffle.  I didn’t pay it any mind until I realized it wasn’t practice.  Leisel went to supervise the scuffle—four warriors sitting on a face-down armored guy. 

    I looked at question at Leisel.  She smiled and waved.  Nothing to concern myself with, apparently.  I felt mightily curious, but also nervous about our schedule.  I’d ask her later. 

    Velina, meanwhile, took her shot.  She came straight in with a low-line attack.  I beat her blade out of line, surged forward, and performed as close to a perfect uki goshi—a type of hip throw—as I’ve ever done.  Clearly, she wasn’t expecting it.  The stunned look on her face wasn’t only from hitting the ground. 

    I helped her up, grinning at her.  She blushed, bowed, and backed away.  I wasn’t sure what the point of the exercise might be.  Nobody else seemed eager to try me, but I did look around.  Nobody even made eye contact.  Oh, well. 

    “Ready to head home, Punkin?” 

    “Mm.” 

    “Something the matter?” 

    “I’ve never seen you really fight, Pop.” 

    “You still haven’t.” 

    “You mean you’re even faster than that?” 

    “This wasn’t a serious attack.  Besides, I like Velina.” 

    “I’m sure she’s glad of that.” 

    Phoebe watched as others renewed their practice.  I heard the psychic equivalent of muttering as she wondered if she would ever be as good as she used to think she was.  I pretended not to hear, but I made mention to Bronze—so she could mention it later—how the people out practicing were full-time warriors with cultural and family traditions.  Bronze promised me she would reassure Phoebe. 

    I looked around the practice field one more time.  Something about it bothered me.  Leisel came over to me while a squad of warriors escorted another one off the field.  Well, I say escorted.  What I mean is carried. 

    “You look puzzled,” Leisel observed. 

    “What’s with the limp guy?” 

    “Oh, him.  A would-be assassin.” 

    “Really?” 

    “You are the only blood member of the House of Lucard.  It hangs by the thread of your life.  If it is cut, many will benefit.”  Phoebe perked up at the exchange, listening with interest. 

    “I see.  Do we get a lot of those?” 

    “A few,” she shrugged.  “A very few.  It is not practical to hire a professional assassin to wait for someone who is never here.  No doubt there are infiltrators, spies, and opportunists who would be rewarded—assuming they survived the attempt.  This one was a fool.” 

    “No doubt,” I agreed, thinking about my walk around the town.  “Did he have any plan to escape?” 

    “A good question.  Perhaps he did not.  He, personally, may feel a deep loyalty to the way of the Old Gods.  We will find out.” 

    “I don’t doubt it.  Meanwhile, look around.  There’s something about this that seems off to me.” 

    Leisel and Phoebe both looked.  The practice field had dozens of warriors, mostly in small groups, all practicing.  Leisel shook her head. 

    “I note nothing amiss.” 

    “Pop?” 

    “Go ahead.” 

    “What do all these people do?  I mean, what’s their job?  Do they just… practice all day?” 

    “Leisel?” 

    “Yes.  Their position is as the guard of House Lucard and the valley of La Mancha.” 

    “They’re the army?” 

    Leisel frowned.  The concept of an army is different between Earth and Tauta.  And, realizing that, things when click-click-click in my head, like tumblers in a lock finally opening a door. 

    “No,” I answered, “they are not.  They are a fighting force that will attempt to act as an army, but they focus almost exclusively on personal combat.”  I turned to Leisel.  “I have an idea for a training regimen, but I’ll have to find a person to do the training.” 

    “I do not understand.” 

    “As I understand the rules, we show up at a city, overawe the defending force, and the city surrenders.  If they don’t surrender, we have a battle outside the city and, if we win, the city surrenders.  Yes?” 

    “Yes.  Although it is usually prefaced by a contest of champions instead of going immediately to battle, according to ancient custom.” 

    “That seems rather civilized.  We can’t count on it, though, can we?” 

    “If the defenders send forth a champion, the attackers must send out theirs.” 

    “Always?” 

    “Always.  Even if you stand forth to defend the valley, their champions must meet you—assuming any will, after what happened to Tobar.” 

    “What happened to Tobar?” Phoebe asked. 

    “I killed him.  Let it go at that.”  Phoebe didn’t say anything, but I could almost hear her making a mental note to ask someone about it later. 

    “So,” I continued, “if they don’t want to surrender and they don’t care to risk everything on a champion, it’s a full-on fight, right?” 

    “The defender’s champion is almost always doomed to die, but his death may reduce the danger of the attackers,” she corrected, “but, in essence, yes.”  Clearly, it was a more complicated thing than I thought, but I let it slide for the moment. 

    I looked around.  The warriors were practicing a lot.  If we could afford it, it was a good way to assure quality fighters.  But they weren’t practicing as… as a group?  As an army?  They would work together on the field, surely, but once the battle started, was there any command and control?  Or was it a free-for-all until the fighting stopped? 

    I asked Leisel about it.  I whisked a layer of dust over a flat section of stone and she drew with a stick.  Phoebe crouched with us and asked questions of her own. 

    In short, no, there wasn’t much command and control.  A general would deploy his forces and turn them loose.  There was no charge of mounted knights—no real cavalry at all, for that matter—no volleys from archers, no pike blocks, no shield walls.  Maybe there would be harassing attacks by mounted archers, but those would be younger, less skilled warriors.  People did things on their own initiative. 

    The majority of Tassarian warfare is maneuvering a superior force into position at the city.  If it’s not a clearly superior force, both sides will suffer heavy casualties to prove which is the better. 

    I didn’t like it. 

    “Leisel, I may bring you someone whose advice on warfare and the use of troops seems… unusual.  I’ll want you to talk to him—or them, depending—and see what you can do to have them train some of our troops.” 

    “Train them in what?” 

    “War.” 

    Leisel looked around the practice ground rather pointedly. 

    “They train in war every day.” 

    “They train in personal combat,” I corrected.  I leaned on my translation spell a little.  “I mean to train them in war.” 

    “I… am not certain I understand.” 

    “Considering how things are going with the Temples, I’m afraid you will.” 

      

    I shifted us back through a corner of the barn, one barn to the other.  I figured I might as well get some use out of evacuation spell in Shasta.  It made a good target reference to home in on.  We landed in Shasta without so much as a hiccup. 

    It was daytime when we left and nighttime when we arrived. I was instantly killed.  I took it well, all things considered, but I don’t have any spells to soften the blow from day to night.  An instant sunset is over in a matter of a few seconds.  My major concern has always been the difficulties with resurrection.  To be fair, coming back from the dead is always more difficult than dying. 

    Phoebe pushed me against Bronze’s shoulder, propping me up when I grunted and staggered.  I shook my head and took a deep, useless breath of suddenly-foul air. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yes?” 

    “You should check the time before shifting.” 

    I growled something. 

    “Punkin, the spells on this end automatically check.  I set them up for it.  I haven’t gotten around to setting up new safety circuits in my older shift-spells, okay?” 

    “Being lazy again?” she asked.  Bronze was of the same opinion. 

    “I haven’t needed them,” I admitted, straightening up.  My transformation was complete and I felt fine. 

    “You’re not coming in the house until you finish a cleaning spell.” 

    I growled something else, but agreed.  She went ahead with Gus while I told transformation byproducts to crawl out of my armor.  I followed after a minute or so, unlatching as I went.  Halfway to the house, I smelled blood. 

    “Pop!” Phoebe called from upstairs.  It sounded urgent, so I hurried, fastening latches again. 

    “What is it?” I shouted, en route.  I could guess part of the problem once I passed through the kitchen on the way to the front room.  Blood lay in a trail from the stairs, across the living room, and out through the open front door.  It all tried to crawl to me, but I was moving too quickly, up the stairs to Phoebe’s room. 

    “There’s blood all over the place!” she shouted.  Yep.  Thought so.  I found it interesting she didn’t shout immediately.  She saw the blood and went upstairs to see, first.  Not the wisest course, no, but she was armed and armored and probably still feeling a bit badass. 

    Come to think of it, she also knew I was coming along behind her.  It’s good to have backup.  Nevertheless, I wonder what a burglar would think to see her come through the door, sword in hand, eyes and armor glinting.  Possibly, “Aaaaah!”  Possibly, “I’ve made a terrible mistake.”  Possibly both and in reverse order. 

    I stood in her bedroom doorway and the blood crawled to me, worked its way up my armored boots.  I didn’t see a body.  What I did see was the plush Mr. Edward Stuffins.  He’s about eighteen inches tall and rather portly, normally.  He sat on the floor, somewhat floppy, looking nowhere with his deadly little button eyes.  His normally-pudgy midsection suffered radical weight loss.  A shotgun at point-blank range blew the stuffing out of him. 

    They used a break-open, over-under twenty-gauge shotgun with a checkered walnut forestock and a six-round ammunition strap along the shoulder stock.  I could tell because half the length of the barrels was sticking through him, severed about two-thirds of the way from the muzzle.  The rest of the gun lay in the vanishing pool of blood by the door.  Mr. Stuffins was absolutely soaked, but it rapidly drained away now that I was present.  He slowly tilted sideways to flop on the floor. 

    Clearly, someone entered Phoebe’s room.  From the lack of a corpse, whoever it was—or whoever they were—got away.  It would take at least two people, though.  Mr. Stuffins extends monomolecular wires from his specially-hardened button eyes.  They’re like wire tentacles or whips, depending on the situation, as fast and flexible as a striking snake and sharper than a serpent’s tooth.  That’s why I thought it would take at least two people.  Mr. Stuffins eviscerates the first guy, the second drags out the body.  There were no entrails, though… 

    Come to think of it, I suppose one person might manage it, if he’s quick and knows how to tie a tourniquet.  There were no fingers lying around, so it was possible.  Then again, there was a full-size shotgun—both pieces, anyway—still here.  What, exactly, happened? 

    I extended tendrils everywhere, trying to pick up whatever psychic resonance might still be lurking.  If it was any length of time since the incident, I wouldn’t get anything.  Even under normal circumstances, I might not get anything.  Most people leave psychic imprints, but they’re too weak for me to pick up.  Since someone clearly had a strong emotional reaction—a life-or-death emotional reaction—there might be enough to at least get a vague impression. 

    Buckshot in the floor, along with a lot of stuffing.  Mr. Stuffins’ position.  Gouges on the gun from the monomolecular wire.  The position of the gun and the severed barrels… 

    Best guess:  Someone opened the door to Phoebe’s room.  Maybe they slammed it open, but if so, it wasn’t hard enough to damage anything.  Maybe they tried to sneak in.  The guy in the lead had the shotgun.  Mr. Stuffins moved to attack.  Whoever it was didn’t fire at the movement—at least, not instantly.  Eventually, he did fire, about the time Mr. Stuffins was close enough to touch with the shotgun barrel. Maybe the gunman was confused and poked Mr. Stuffins with the gun. Maybe he tried to push Mr. Stuffins away with it.  Either way, animated monomolecular wire unreels from inside the toy, extending through the holes of the hardened buttons of his eyes.  These lash at everything in reach.  Normally, this would cut a living person open from ankles to abdomen, but there’s an additional distance due to the shotgun.  The wires start to lash at everything, from steel barrel to forearms.  One latches on to the barrel, wraps around, and squeezes.   

    If the invader hasn’t shot Mr. Stuffins already, he does now.  Stuffing all over the floor and buckshot embedded in the wood.  Mr. Stuffins has a hole in his midsection and can now move forward, ignoring the barrel sticking through him.  He’s a golem.  He doesn’t care.  He’s a rather simplistic golem, so he probably doesn’t even notice.  The other barrel fires, but the shot goes into a dresser and a wall without harming Mr. Stuffins.  He’s on the gun, after all, almost up to the forestock.  The wire wrapped around the extension “holding” Mr. Stuffins, the way they’d wrap around an arm, continues to squeeze.  Instead of slicing to the bone and sawing quickly through it, the wire has already cut the wood and is cutting through the metal. 

    Our intruder, still being lashed by the other wire, gets a moment of relief when the wire cuts the shotgun apart.  Mr. Stuffins is momentarily distracted by this and gouges the hell out of the piece closest to hand.  It’s too small to be an assailant, so he doesn’t pay attention to it for more than a couple of seconds.  Nevertheless, the invader drops the remains of the gun and runs from the house, trying not to bleed to death from his wounds. 

    Both pieces of the gun have fallen to the floor.  There’s no more movement. There’s nothing left to attack, so Mr. Stuffins sits down right where he is and goes back into sentry mode. 

    I couldn’t be certain about my reconstruction of events, but it matched the impressions I got and it accounted for the damage.  At least neither of the shots damaged anything enchanted.  Her rock collection was a bit disturbed, though, when it fell off the wall.  She’ll have to re-sort them.  At least the plexiglass didn’t break. 

    The shot to the dresser blew away a bottle of her favorite perfume and the smell of honeysuckle was overpowering.  I was glad I didn’t need to breathe.  Phoebe didn’t seem to mind it.  She simply waited quietly while I did my thing. 

    “Pop?” she asked, once I opened my eyes. 

    “I think I know what happened, in general.  Look over the scene and tell me what sort of reconstruction you make.  And get the buckshot out of your wall and floor, please.” 

    “Do you want me to do the repair spells?” she asked, eyeing the dresser.  It took the brunt of the second shot and there would be some assembly required.  The glass of the perfume bottle would need disposal, along with the more badly-damaged knickknacks.  Her Supergirl statuette was obliterated.  We might have to get her a new one, rather than try to reassemble it. 

    “See what you can do,” I suggested.  “I’ll check the rest of the house.” 

    I took Gus with me down to the ground floor.  He went outside to search the property—barn, yard, all of it—while Firebrand and I checked the house.  Firebrand assured me it didn’t detect anyone.  Bronze assured me Gus would have instant backup if he found anyone. 

    The front door was open, but nobody kicked it in.  It looked as though someone opened it from the inside.  And yet, there were clear signs someone tried to force it from the outside, presumably with a crowbar.  Whoever it was at least made an attempt to be stealthy. 

    I’m guessing whoever it was tried to break in quietly and failed.  After a while, he decided to look for another way in and found the doggie door.  Normally, Gus would either drive them off immediately or wait patiently until someone stuck a head through.  When Phoebe was eight, in another world, we actually had a burglar try it. 

    I will never understand the mindset of people who think a doggie door big enough for a human being is an invitation to burglary.  I mean, you don’t have a jumbo doggie door unless you have a dog who needs a jumbo doggie door.  How can someone not understand this? 

    On the plus side, we did save a fortune in dog food, so there’s that. 

    During this home invasion, Gus was out of the house.  Our shotgun-toting burglar crawled in through the doggie door and went to the front door?  Or went up to Phoebe’s room?  If he encountered Mr. Stuffins and ran for it, as the blood trail indicated, he went straight for the front door.  There was no blood on the door, so it was already open. 

    Someone stupid enough to put his face through an enormous doggie door probably isn’t bright enough to make sure his escape route is clear.  My guess is he came in and went to the front door to let in someone else.  So, at minimum, two. 

    Out on the porch, I involuntarily cleaned up all the personal evidence.  There were several well-defined, bloody footprints—for a moment.  There was also a clear blood trail on the front porch—for a moment.  I quickly stepped inside, shut the door, backed much farther off, and shouted for Phoebe. 

    “Yes, Pop?” 

    “I need you to go out front and look for blood, please.” 

    “Why?” 

    “Because I can’t!” 

    “Oh?  Oh!  Right!  Be right there!” 

    I examined the door while I waited.  The alarm spells was all still there and had gone off normally.  I couldn’t figure out why it didn’t register until I recalled the time differential.  The gate doing the time-ticking is more often off than on.  Therefore, unless an alarm spell went off at exactly the right moment, it wouldn’t transmit through the micro-gate.  The alarm is a burst—Ding!—not an ongoing siren’s wail, and the gate is only open for an instant.  Firebrand was at my hip, Gus was with Phoebe, and Bronze was running through the night as the Black Steed.  The alarm went off, but nobody was home. 

    I never thought I’d need an inter-universal burglar alarm.  I’ve always had someone on guard when Phoebe was younger, and it doesn’t matter how far away I am if I can be home in two seconds. 

    Clearly, I need to add another complication to my alarms.  Or, no… I have a timeclock for a reason.  It contains a number of micro-gates in the event I need to keep track of lots of timelines at once.  Rather than individual alarms to reach across universes, I need an enchantment on the clock to auto-forward any alarm it detects going off. 

    Or I could leave someone on guard all the time. 

    So this is why you never take me anywhere, Firebrand accused. 

    “I thought dragons were supposed to be good at lounging around their lair.” 

    Well… yes.  But we also go flying periodically. 

    “I’ll upgrade the alarm system and take you on more of the field trips.” 

    Good.  And you might want to add some spells of horror and dread and suchlike.  Help scare off intruders. 

    “Whoever it was is lucky I haven’t armed the welcome mat pit trap, that’s all I have to say.” 

    “I agree,” Phoebe said, coming down the stairs.   

    “With who?” 

    “Yes.  What do I keep the blood in?  How do I gather it?” 

    “Demonstrate ingenuity,” I suggested.  “I’m going to do a tour of the house to look for other signs of intruders—and obliterate evidence.” 

    “What?  Why?” 

    “Because if someone is found in a ditch having bled to death, I don’t want any proof he or she was ever here.” 

    “Oh?  Oh.  My Pop’s a smarty.” 

    “Not so smart.  Just experienced.  Go get me a blood sample before I clean up the drive and the driveway.” 

    Phoebe hesitated before going to look for a container in the kitchen. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yes?” 

    “Are we covering up a murder?  I mean, I know you… uh… when you go out to eat at night?  I know it’s what you’re supposed to do, finding evil people and… you know.  I’m just not sure how I feel about doing this.” 

    “We’ll discuss it after we finish.  Now is not the time to be sidetracked.  Let us deal with what’s in front of us, then we can discuss the whys and wherefores.  The philosophy of gun safety is not the discussion to have in a firefight.  Okay?” 

    “Okay.  On it, Pop.” 

    I took a quick look through the interior of the house.  I saw no other obvious signs of tampering.  Nobody disturbed anything elsewhere.  I presume the invaders headed upstairs, first thing.  Since Phoebe’s room is nearest the head of the stairs, they started there.  And finished there, for that matter, one way or another. 

    I checked Phoebe’s room again.  The buckshot and other to-be-disposed-of bits were in a trash bin.  I dipped a corner of my cloak in the trash bin and it dealt with the evidence.  The holes in the wood were in the process of un-splintering, preparatory to sealing themselves.  The dresser still needed some assembly, though.  Mr. Stuffins also looked better, being freshly stuffed, but was still stitching closed.  Phoebe may take some time to cast one, but she’s definitely got the hang of repair spells. 

    My major concern was making sure there were no other body fluids needing removal.  Blood isn’t the only thing inside a person.  I cast a more powerful cleaning spell, targeted it at anything in a liquid state and had it follow me slowly through her room.  We went once around the room and the results went into a hole-shaped nothingness, gone forever.  Ninety percent of the perfume smell went with it. 

    Habeas corpus is someone else’s problem, and boy, is it ever a problem. 

    Phoebe, meanwhile, brought me two jars.  One had red smears inside it, the other had black flecks. 

    “What’s this?” 

    She held them up proudly. 

    “One is blood.  It was on the paved area under the portico.” 

    “The whole circle is paved.” 

    “Yes, but the paved area under the portico is sheltered.  Besides, the trail of blood stopped there.” 

    “And this black stuff?” 

    “Ah!  The blood stopped next to a pair of rubber scorch marks from someone’s tires.  Someone bled their way along, out of the house, and got into a car, so there had to be at least two people.” 

    “Oh?  And how do you know that?” I asked, interested. 

    “The tire marks run past the end of the blood trail.  They burned out headed to the right.  The bleeding person got in on the right-hand side of the car.  Since the steering wheel is on the left, someone else was driving.” 

    “Brilliant!” I exclaimed.  “Truly a worthy deduction, young mistress Holmes.” 

    “I’m not in his league,” she demurred, blushing.  “It just seemed likely.” 

    “And I agree.  Now, was it a car or a truck?” 

    “I don’t know.” 

    “We can find out with the tire flecks, but let’s look at these marks.  Besides, I want to clean up evidence.” 

    “And then we can talk about it?” 

    “Of course.” 

    Examination of the tire marks was inconclusive.  A large car seemed most likely.  A strong one, too, leaving two fifteen-foot streaks of rubber.  Something with two drive wheels at the rear.  I took note of it all before whisking up the rubber streaks preparatory to blowing a fine scattering of dust across the area.  I’d have Gus leave some paw-prints around, too.  Can’t have the place too clean or it looks cleaned, which can be suspicious in itself. 

    Phoebe and I went through the house again, together, looking for anything out of place or strange.  We took our time, nearly an hour, room by room.  The only thing we found was the damage to the front door.  I amped up the repair spell on the house, focusing it on the front door.  I also made another mental note to replace both doors, front and back, with something like the basement door—a steel frame around a steel fire door.  Maybe I should add one of those roll-down security doors for locking the place down when we’re not home. 

    Shutters for the windows.  The ground floor windows, at minimum.  No, shutters for all the windows.  It has to look like the house aesthetic, not like a fortification. 

    Aside from the listed damage, the house was in good shape.  We did a complete search of the property and found nothing, no sign anyone went sneaking around elsewhere.  It seemed they pulled up along the driveway and headed straight for the front door.  The detour to the back door was on the paving stone walkway and up Cameron’s ramp to the porch.  No footprints, though.  The ground wasn’t dusty enough. 

    I really need to install remote controls so we can lock the driveway gate.  And maybe an intercom. 

    We finally settled in the dining room, since my recliner isn’t built for swords.  The dining room chairs don’t have arms, so they were more convenient. 

    “Okay,” I started, settling in.  “You were asking about covering up for a murder, yes?” 

    “Yes.  If someone broke in and Mr. Stuffins got all grizzly with them, couldn’t they be dead?” 

    “I’d say it’s a high probability.  However, when you were much younger—before Gus, and before you learned to defend yourself—your favorite nack was Mr. Stuffins.  So Mr. Stuffins would defend you if anyone came into your room.  The conditions are more elaborate than that, but that’s his purpose.  And if someone snuck into your room while I was in the basement or out to eat or whatever, the idea they would be mauled by a grisly grizzly suited me perfectly.” 

    “I can defend myself now, and Gus can help.  If I was in bed and really scared, I bet Fred would help, too.  He may be a monster, but he likes me.” 

    “Can you still see Fred?” I asked, curious. 

    “Yes, but he doesn’t like it when I look under the bed.  By the way, why did you insist I call him ‘Fred’?  You’ve never even spoken with him.” 

    “It’s complicated.  I’ll explain someday, but not right now.” 

    “Promise?” 

    “I promise, but you may have to remind me.” 

    “I’ll remember.  But Mr. Stuffins seems awfully dangerous to be lying around.  What if I wasn’t home and… say, Linda came by and went up to wait in my room?” 

    “I don’t think she would try to enter the house if nobody was home, but now that you mention it, I acknowledge the possibility is there.  I abase myself in contrition.  I didn’t see the need to expand on Mr. Stuffins defensive instructions.  I simply didn’t think about it.  He’s been your plushy protector forever and I haven’t given him another thought.” 

    “Fair enough.  Someone still broke in,” she persisted.  “Someone lost a lot of blood.  They could be dead.” 

    “That’s true.  If so, it’s my fault.  However, in my defense, I offer the idea they broke in and headed for your room.  Presumably, they were looking for you.  If you and Gus had been here, they might not have survived anyway.” 

    “But I could decide, Pop.  And you tell me I should make more of my own decisions.” 

    “Also true.  However, you’re a wizard, are you not?” 

    “I guess.  I mean, I know some magic, but I’m not in your league.” 

    “Punkin, I may be in a league of my own, and for a variety of reasons.  You’re a highly-trained apprentice wizard.  You can not only cast spells, but design them.  Okay?” 

    “Okay.  Your point?” 

    “Have you looked at Mr. Stuffins?” 

    “I—well, yes, I have.  I mean, I see him every day.” 

    “But have you looked at his enchantments?  They’re a bit complicated, but it’s fairly obvious how to give him new instructions.  You’re completely capable of it.  I made sure your pattern was impressed on the spells when I built him.  He’ll take any order you give him, even orders to not attack someone.  He won’t understand if you ask him to make a sandwich.  He’s a weak AI, programmed for defense—not a sapient, sentient being.  And he’s yours.” 

    “I’m not… comfortable with having a lethal guardian like that.” 

    I looked at Gus.  He cocked his head sideways at me.  We both looked at Phoebe. 

    “Gus is different,” Phoebe insisted.  “So are you.” 

    “Okay.”  I shrugged.  “How about you tell him to attack only on command?  Or,” I added, “to attack on command, or if you’re unable to respond.  If you get whacked in the head, I don’t want him sitting idle while nasty people do things to you.” 

    “It’s… better,” she decided, still troubled.  “I don’t like the idea.  I don’t like the idea of someone breaking in in the first place.” 

    “Me, either.  I always feel violated.  It makes me angry.  It reminds me of all the other times someone’s broken into my lairs.  If they survived, I want to correct it.” 

    “Pop!” 

    “What?  I hunt down bad people, remember?  If someone broke in, they’re bad.  If they headed for your room—with a shotgun!—the best result they can hope for is bleeding to death.” 

    “Pop, you can’t kill someone because they break into the house!” 

    “If I’d been here, I’d have been within my rights to put buckshot through their guts, wouldn’t I?” 

    “But it’s wrong, Pop!” 

    “Is it?”  I paused to consider it.  I didn’t see anything wrong with the idea, but Phoebe did.  “What should I do, then?” 

    “Call the police.” 

    “And what should I do while I wait for the police?  Lay down somewhere convenient so they don’t have trouble putting a chalk outline around me?  Or you?” 

    “They’re here to protect us,” she insisted.  “It’s what the police do.” 

    “The police arrive afterward, to clean up,” I corrected. 

    “That’s not how it works.” 

    Damn it, I thought.  How did I ever raise an idealist in this household? 

    I blame Bronze, Firebrand replied, privately.  Bronze didn’t agree, but was willing to carry the responsibility.  I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. 

    “Phoebe, after two shotgun blasts and probably one hell of a lot of screaming, there are no police here,” I pointed out.  “The nearest policeman is working on a second doughnut with his coffee.  If you’re counting, that’s potentially one fatality per doughnut and still not a cop in sight.” 

    “I still don’t agree,” she told me, stubbornly, but she didn’t sound sure.  “Look, Pop.  Just because someone breaks in doesn’t mean they deserve to die.  Maybe they only want to burgle the place and go.  It doesn’t mean they want to kill anyone!” 

    “And how do you know what they want?” I countered. 

    “You do!” 

    “And, like the police, if I’m not here to look, how do I know?  Which is why I made Mr. Stuffins.  A homeowner can defend himself, his property, and his family.  If a thief is willing to risk his life to take your stuff, it’s so important to him he may be willing to kill you in the process.  Burglars know the risks they’re taking, or should.  If a bunch of dwarves hire you to burgle a dragon’s hoard, you damn well better expect to deal with a dragon.” 

    You tell her, Boss! 

    Phoebe sat there, arms folded, head down, and looked stubborn.  Finally, I leaned back in my chair. 

    “Look,” I reasoned, “you have some justice in your point of view.  In a way, I’m proud of you.  You don’t want to kill anybody.  This is an enormously positive thing, as far as I’m concerned.  And I’ll even go so far as to agree someone burgling the house doesn’t necessarily deserve to get his head blown off.  Granted.” 

    “But…?” she prompted. 

    “But I think you may be more naïve than I’d hoped.” 

    “How so?” 

    “What will you do if someone does come into the house and try to kill you?  What then?  Wait patiently for the police while you’re being shot at?” 

    “I’ll beat him unconscious.” 

    “You might.  It’s a risk I do not like, but it’s possible.  I only hope you’re as good as you are confident.” 

    “And if I’m not?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. 

    “In order of lethality, you have Gus, Mr. Stuffins, and me.” 

    “I thought you were teaching me to fend for myself?” 

    “Punkin, I’ll do everything I can to protect you—protect you without locking you in a box far away from anything that might hurt you, I mean.  I can’t and shouldn’t hover over you all the time.  You have to leave the nest and fly on your own, eventually.  You should always bear in mind, if someone does hurt you, I will not give a damn what you think.  I won’t ask your opinion.  I won’t even care about who they are.  I’ll come down on them as inevitably as sunset and harder than a falling star.  End of discussion.” 

    “But—” 

    “I have spoken!” 

    Outside, there was a burp of flame and the thunder-rumble of internal combustion as Bronze agreed.  Firebrand, at my side, caught fire for a second.  Even my cloak got in on the act, emphasizing my point. 

    Phoebe said nothing for a few seconds.  There have been a few occasions where I’ve put my foot down, but this was different.  I made it clear her Pop was not speaking as “Your Dad can be strict,” but as “Don’t argue with the monster that loves you.” 

    She considered carefully what to say and decided not to say anything.  Instead, she came over to my chair and sat on her dear old Dad’s still-armored lap.  It was a little awkward, especially since she was still in her scale armor, but the chairs are vinyl laminate over steel to simulate wood.  She put her head on my shoulder. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yes, Punkin?” 

    “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to get in a fight.” 

    “It’s all right.  You’re upset by a huge pool of blood, the violation of our home, and the idea Mr. Stuffins might have killed someone.” 

    “Yes.  All three.  And the thought you might… that you were… hmm.  The thought we’re covering up a murder and didn’t care.  I care if someone got hurt or killed, but I forgot you do, too.  You just don’t care about them as much as you care about me.” 

    “That,” I said, slowly, “may be the most accurate summation I’ve heard. There’s nothing mortal I care about more than you.” 

    “Maybe Bronze?” she teased. 

    “She’s not mortal,” I pointed out.  “Maybe Gus.” 

    “Pop!” 

    “Kidding.”  I patted Phoebe’s back.  “You’re a good girl,” I assured her, “and I’m glad of it.  You remind me I should be a better person.” 

    “Speaking of, shouldn’t we find out if Mr. Stuffins murdered anyone?” 

    “I suppose.  If someone died, there’s nothing to be done about it.  Nothing except avoid being involved, I mean.  Let’s go down to my workroom,” I suggested. “Let’s change into more mundane clothes, though.  If the police do show up to ask questions, I’d rather not have to explain the armor.” 

    “Good thinking, Pop.  Velina says I can keep the armor, so where do I put it?” 

    “Remember the ingenuity I asked you to demonstrate?” 

    “On it, Pop.” 

    While I came out of my shell, I resolved to figure out how someone could escape the clutches of Mr. Stuffins.  I designed him to be a lethal teddy bear, not a deterrent.  When I make a guardian, it’s supposed to kill the intruder, not wound him and let him escape.  Maybe I should get more monomolecular wire.  Longer strands mean more range.  And sew a little vest around his middle, complete with more buttons!  The extra-long eye-wires can reach for the target while shorter vest-wires can rip apart anything trying to restrain him.  And from now on he’ll have to be a trained bear, to attack only on command, dang it.  All that’s for later, though. 

    Downstairs, in my magical workroom, we started working on the jars.  We started with the flakes of tire rubber.  Phoebe did most of the work while I acted as assistant.  She’s getting good.  In no time, we homed in on a car.  It was, as I thought, a big brick of a car—the ’55 Chrysler Imperial, I think, done in maroon with white trim.  It was parked in a home garage.  Someone was sobbing and sponging blood out of the floor.  From the look of it, the seat and door were freshly cleaned, but the floor mat was another story. 

    “Looks like one of the Chuckleheads,” I observed.  “What do you think?” 

    “I think so.  Zachary.” 

    “Zachary?” 

    “Zippo.  Zachary Williams.” 

    “Ah.  He’s probably doing the driving since Chuck lost his car.  What do you want to bet he’ll be sponging for the rest of the night, trying to get all the blood out of the family sedan?” 

    “No bet, Pop.  What do you want to bet the blood belongs to Chuck?  And Zippo was the getaway driver?” 

    “It doesn’t belong to him anymore,” I reasoned.  “Let’s look at the jar with blood.  Even odds we get a hospital.” 

    “I’m on it.”  She let go the scrying lock and picked up the jar with the bloody smear.  “Back away, will you, Pop?” 

    I moved as far away as the geometry of the space would permit.  She started again, using the blood smeared in the second jar as a resonance target.  I was pleased to see how easily she ignored some minor sidelines—the blood in Zippo’s car, for example—and homed in on the source.  Moments later, the mirror on my wall rippled into a new image. 

    Chuck lay unconscious on a hospital bed.  Bandages wrapped both his hands and forearms, with bandage strips along his upper arms.  Restraints kept him in the bed—unnecessary, in his condition—while boards kept his forearms locked in place.  He had an IV in each.  One was clear, the other was blood.  A nasal cannula fed oxygen up his nose.  He looked awfully pale.  A nurse sat by his bed, reading a magazine and occasionally glancing at him to make sure he was alive, damn it. 

    “What do you think, Pop?” 

    “I’d say he lost a lot of blood.  I’m not sure why they have him in restraints, though, or how Zippo managed to drop him off and still get away.  Maybe he pulled up, pushed Chuck out, leaned on the horn until someone looked out, and drove off.” 

    “Seems heartless.” 

    “True, but it avoids answering awkward questions as long as nobody gets his license plate number.” 

    “So, what do we do?” 

    “Well, I can find him in the hospital and drain the rest of his blood.” 

    “Pop!” 

    “What?” 

    “I won’t stand for it,” she declared, stomping one foot. 

    “Fine,” I sighed, both proud and regretful of her moral compass.  “I guess we don’t do anything, aside from deny everything.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “If he lives—and it’s up to the doctors, since you insist—he may have an interesting tale to tell when he recovers consciousness.  Whether they believe him or not, we’re likely to be visited by the Sheriff again.  Maybe other police.  They’ll want to check his story.  So we need a story of our own.” 

    “How so?” 

    “Where were we when this alleged incident took place?” 

    “Oh, I see.”  She pondered a moment.  “I was here?  And we never saw anything?” 

    “Really, Ma’am?  What were you doing at midnight?” 

    “I was in bed by then, Officer.” 

    “Hmm.  This could work,” I mused.  “Maybe I can take the attitude Chuck is using this story to make trouble for me, since he clearly doesn’t like me.  It’s a good suggestion for the Sherriff.  So, we never heard or saw anything?” 

    “I don’t know where they went, but they clearly didn’t come here.  If the Sheriff wants to look at my bedroom, I can mess it up a bit.” 

    “You mean, ‘mess it up more,’ I think.” 

    “I know where everything in my room is!  Or I used to.” 

    “Everything has its place and isn’t in it,” I countered.  “Okay.  We’ll say I was in the barn when you went to bed.  Around nine?” 

    “Around ten.” 

    “Okay.  I was in the barn, so you don’t know what I was up to—and I don’t know what you were doing before bedtime.  You went to bed around ten and I assumed you were already asleep when I came in.  Stick to ignorance, play dumb, and don’t make up anything you don’t, couldn’t, or shouldn’t know.  Sound good?” 

    “Suits me, Pop.”  She hesitated.  “I get the feeling we’re covering up a crime, but I’m not sure what it is.” 

    “Probably assault with a deadly weapon.  Maybe harboring a known danger to human life.  I’m not certain.  The local law isn’t specific on defense golems.” 

    “Does this make me a criminal, Pop?” 

    “Technically?  Everyone’s a criminal.  Laws are complicated and difficult so everyone will be guilty of something if the State ever needs an excuse.  So yes, you’re a criminal.  You’re just not a real criminal.  You’re a good person who tries to avoid breaking the law, but you have to bend it here and there to get by, like everyone else.” 

    “I don’t like it.” 

    “Being a criminal?” 

    “The idea the law is there to serve the lawmakers.” 

    “Neither do I, but I’m not allowed to murder them in their sleep.” 

    “Who says?” 

    “I presume you do.” 

    “Oh,” she replied, in a small voice. 

    “Let me know if you change your mind.” 

    “And if I do?” 

    “I can look into a politician’s soul and see how corrupt he is,” I pointed out, “followed by looking into his heart after removing it.  Might be a good thing for the country, in fact.  Or for nations in general.” 

    “Why do you have such a low opinion of politicians?” she asked, head cocked to one side. 

    “Because very few of them have ever lived up to their responsibility.” 

    She thought this over for more than a minute.  She obviously didn’t like it. 

    “Problem?” I asked. 

    “What bothers me,” she replied, “is you may be right.” 

    “Let me know if you change your mind on the edibility of politicians.  Let’s tour the house one last time and make sure we didn’t miss anything.” 

    

  


   
    Monday, June 8th, 1959 

      

    Phoebe had a little nap after lunch and went off to her music lesson with Ms. Gauthier.  They have one lesson a week, with practice for Phoebe in between, but Ms. Gauthier is rather elderly.  They switch the day to suit her.  I don’t keep track.  It’s Phoebe’s responsibility. 

    I measured the spaces for the door frames and went down to the basement to fetch a couple of new, high-security doors.  They had to look like typical doors, but I wanted a pair made for stopping policemen, angry mobs, zombie hordes, and shotguns.  These are harder to find, especially since the frame and other mounting hardware has to be strong enough for all this, as well.  It does no good to have a vault door in a paper wall.  I’d have to extend reinforcing rods through the wall, too… 

    I also looked around for an intercom system that wouldn’t stand out as alien technology.  There weren’t a lot of good choices, but I did find a sound-powered phone rig of the type used on naval vessels.  With a wire strung to the gate, it would let me ask who it was before unlocking it.  I decided to add another handset on the porch.  It’s not always a good idea to open the door to talk to people. 

    I didn’t install anything immediately.  If we were going to have repercussions from the authorities, I figured it would be today, so I didn’t want to be in the process of fixing anything.  I wanted any authorities to see a household going about its normal routine. 

    I went out to the barn and considered what to work on.  If my alibi involved me being in the barn, I should have a reason.  I could work on another firmament plate and claim it was an abstract art piece, but someone might think the symbols were characters from a foreign alphabet.  Maybe something more sculpture-esque?  I’m getting pretty good at carving ideograms.  Maybe a real art project would be worthwhile. 

    I dug out a load of scrap metal.  Part of it was leftovers from the previous owners, but most of it was leftovers from Bronze.  She’s got her hobbies and one of them is rebuilding old cars.  Her way.  I provide piles of steel and other metals.  She helps herself as required. 

    We did experiment a bit with other materials for a horse body.  While orichalcum works best from the standpoint of animating it, she can make almost any material work.  Once she’s fiddled with the innards, it has joints.  I presume these flexion points are similar to a horse’s internal structures, but I haven’t x-rayed her metallic tailoring.  She knows her business best. 

    In our experiments, she liked the stainless steel statue.  The chrome plating was a nice touch.  She wasn’t so fond of the stone statue.  It was creaky and made grinding sounds.  It was also more brittle than she liked.  We did try a wooden one, and it worked for a while, but she burned it out from the inside.  Every time she changed out of it, I had to extinguish it. 

    Her favorite is still the orichalcum robot.  I guess it isn’t a robot.  It doesn’t have internal motors or anything.  Maybe it’s more a fully-articulated, more-than-life-sized metal model of a horse? 

    That’s a mouthful.  It’s a robot horse. 

    She keeps doing things to it, though.  I’ve lost track of exactly what.  I know there are osmium wires inside the body.  This makes sense to me.  She’s a type of energy-state being, now, so I’m guessing this helps by acting as a sort of nervous system…? 

    My altar ego might be able to explain.  Bronze can only tell me it feels right. 

    With this sort of thing in mind, my first thought was a horse sculpture.  Maybe something clockwork-ish.  A steampunk body for Bronze?  Why not?  I doubted it would be a favorite for her, but it might be like dressing up in a costume—uncomfortable, but fun! 

    Later in the day, Gus was lying near me in the barn.  I set up a fan for him as I reminded myself to enchant a better cooler into his collar.  He lifted his head and made a soft, growling sort of bark.  Not a real alarm, just an alert.  I reassured him.  I heard the car pull up front.  A moment later, I heard the crunch and jingle of a lawman walking down the gravel toward the barn. 

    “Mr. Kent?” 

    “Sheriff!”  I lifted my goggles to my forehead and turned off the gas.  “How are you?” 

    “Mighty warm,” he replied, tipping his hat back. 

    “Today’ll melt your ice cream, won’t it?  Can I interest you in iced tea?  Lemonade?  Or ice water?” 

    “I’m afraid this isn’t a social call, Mr. Kent.”  Gus got up and padded over to the Sheriff, sniffing at him, then pawing at one pant leg, tail wagging, and looking up imploringly.  The Sheriff scratched him behind the ears, generating doggie delight. 

    “Then I won’t insist.  What can I do for you, sir?” 

    “I’m running down a rumor you had a break-in last night.” 

    “Really?  I didn’t notice anyone breaking in.”  I wiped my hands on a rag and tossed it on a worktable.  Gus followed the Sheriff as we headed for the door, continuing his cover as a friendly, harmless dog.  “I was home all night, but while I suppose I might have slept through a burglary, I doubt Gus would have.” 

    “So do I.  If you don’t mind,” he added, “I’d like to take a quick look.” 

    “Certainly.  I don’t know what sort of clues you might find, but we’ll take a gander.  Do you know how this breaking and entering happened?  Front door?  Back door?  Doggie door?” 

    “Got me,” he admitted.  “Let’s look at ’em all.” 

    So we did.  And, of course, he didn’t find anything out of the ordinary.  I’m not sure the FBI and a full forensics team would have.  Well, not without hours of work, a number of laboratory tests, and considerable confusion. 

    Legally, I didn’t have to cooperate, but I was prepared for this search.  Besides, annoying him by standing on my rights and demanding a warrant wouldn’t make anything better.  I took note of how he looked hard at the front door and stuck his head in a couple of rooms upstairs—Phoebe’s room, for example.  I was glad we reassembled the dresser.  Someone told him what to look for.  Chuck, I presume. 

    We wound up in the kitchen, on the stools by the serving counter.  He had the ice water, I had the tea, and Gus had a rawhide chew toy. 

    “So,” I began.  “Now that I’ve cooperated, can you tell me what this is all about?” 

    “I’m sorry, Mr. Kent.  I truly am.  We had a report from a young man about being attacked in your house.” 

    “I’m certain I would have noticed that,” I replied.  “Hold on.  Is this Chuck?  Charlie Roberts again?  Is the bullheaded little troublemaker saying Gus bit him?” 

    “No, sir, not at all.  It is the young Mr. Roberts with the complaint, but he claims he was committing a crime—breaking and entering, trespassing, all those.  He claims,” he emphasized, “a homicidal teddy bear ripped him open all along both forearms.” 

    I let his statement hang in the air for several seconds.  The longer it floated there on its own, the sillier it would seem.  Sheriff Peterson’s attitude agreed with me.  He hitched at his belt and fiddled with his ice water. 

    “Well, Mr. Kent?” he asked, finally. 

    “A homicidal…?” I trailed off. 

    “Teddy bear, yes.  That’s what he said.” 

    “Sheriff, I hate to cast aspersions on such a fine, upstanding young man—” 

    Sheriff Peterson snorted and I paused to chuckle. 

    “—but has he been tested for drugs?  Or maybe for a psychological disorder?  You mention his forearms.  If his forearms are cut, could he have attempted suicide, changed his mind, and now be making up a story to hide his attempt?”  Then, as though the thought had just occurred to me, I added, “Wait.  Could he have done something to himself purely as a way to further disrupt my peace of mind?  No,” I went on, dismissively, “surely not.  Even Chuck couldn’t be that far gone.” 

    “I’m waiting on a drug report,” the Sherriff replied.  “He’s in the hospital. I wouldn’t have taken such a crazy story seriously if it weren’t for young Mr. Williams.” 

    “Who?” 

    “His friend.  I think his nickname is ‘Zippo’.” 

    “He’s one of the Chuckleheads?” 

    “Yep.  Charles implicated his friend as an accomplice, so we questioned him.  Once we got Zippo away from his parents, he broke down and admitted to everything, roughly corroborating Charles’ story.  Two of them, with the same basic story? I had to check it out.” 

    I looked around.  The place was startlingly clean, which was suspicious, but it was also completely undamaged. 

    “I do try to keep a neat house, but I have a teenager.” 

    “I saw her room.” 

    I shrugged. 

    “I’ve told her, again and again, to pick up her things.  Do you have a daughter, Sheriff?” 

    “No, but I have two boys.  They make about as much a mess.  My wife uses a persimmon switch as needed.” 

    “Maybe I should plant a persimmon tree, then.” 

    “Or get a wife.” 

    “With a teenaged daughter, I don’t have time to find one, much less chase one.” 

    “Good point.  I understand you’re a full-time parent?” 

    “Yessir.  And there aren’t enough hours in the day, let me tell you.  Phoebe is a handful.” 

    “Tsk.  It is a pickle.” 

    “Clearly, though, we haven’t had a break-in.  If he’s confessing to a crime, I’m willing to help him go to jail.  I wish I had evidence to offer.  Darn it, I can’t even make a good case for him ever being inside my house.  I’d love to press charges on the little weasel, but I’m not sure how I can.  I admit I don’t like him, but I’m not prepared to make anything up just to get him in trouble.” 

    “Don’t you worry about it, Mr. Kent.  His type always gives us something, sooner or later.  I hope it’s sooner than later, for his buddies’ sake.  They’re not bad young men, just associating with a bad influence.” 

    “I don’t know them well.  I’ve only ever met them in his company.  I’ll have to take your word for it.” 

    “So, if we don’t have a crime?” he asked. 

    “I wish I could help.  I mean, if he’s going to confess to something, sure, but I don’t know how I can help prove he did anything.”   

    “I’ll see if he wants to change his story.  I think I’m done here.”  He put his hat back on. 

    “Any idea what actually happened to Chuck?” I asked.  “Or why he made up this story about breaking into my house?  Or about, of all things, being attacked by a deadly teddy bear?” 

    “I suspect he still holds a grudge about the stunt you pulled with the hole, but I’m not ruling out drugs until the lab report comes back next week.” 

    “Next week?” 

    “Since he’s badly hurt, I asked them to rush it.” 

    I had to remind myself this was 1959.  Testing for drugs might well involve a week or more.  Ship the samples to the lab, run a battery of tests, and the results eventually get sent back. 

    “I see.  Not my business, I guess.” 

    “Whatever happened with Charles, I think he’s trying to blame it on you and coached his buddy, Zippo, on what to say.” 

    “At the moment, I don’t think I care.  If it gets slanderous or libelous, maybe I’ll need to sue them.  I only want to be left alone, Sherriff, but I won’t let a bunch of punks intimidate me.  For now, though, if they’ll stop trying to piss me off, I’ll be content to let bygones be bygones.  ” 

    “I wasn’t sure how to ask, but thanks.  You have a nice day, Mr. Kent.” 

    “You too, Sheriff.”  I showed him out and gave a brief wave as he headed around the circle to the driveway.  I went down to the basement, hauled up a couple of fancied-up security doors, and started switching out the old ones. 

    My only real question was where to hang the handsets for the intercom phone.  I could mount the gate phone on a post, no problem, but what about the one for the porch?  Does it go on the door?  Or on the wall?  On the door would make it obvious to anyone, as well as tell me exactly where someone on the outside was standing, but they aren’t small.  The unit would be in the way, coming and going.  On the wall would still tell me where they were standing, but if I engaged the pit traps, the phone would be hard to use.  Someone might even jerk the handset cord out as they fell. 

    Which reminded me to get artificial turf for the front porch.  It would hide the seams in the trapdoors.  Brickwork isn’t great for that. You can see the cracks where the mortar doesn’t quite touch. And I still haven’t gotten around to installing spikes at the bottom of the pits, darn it all. 

      

    I expected Phoebe to go out with her friends after her music lesson, but she canceled.  She’s spending more time with her magic mirror.  I guess there’s something fascinating about looking at another world.  How similar is it to this one?  How is it changed?  Using a mirror, it’s hard to tell why it’s different—where the differences are in its history—and sometimes even the differences are subtle.  As a rule of thumb, I check the list of Presidents.  If it’s pretty much the same up until one or two Presidents prior to the era of the world, the differences are generally negligible.  If the names change more than three Presidents back, I start getting suspicious of not only larger issues, but of smaller things I might trip over. 

    Of course, if there are no Presidents at all—“His Imperial Majesty, Norton VI, Protector of Mexico, Warden of Canada, and King of the Brasilian States by the Grace of God” leaps immediately to mind—then I start looking for anything even remotely similar.  The differences become too numerous to mention. 

    Phoebe stayed in her room with her mirror and her project.  I stayed out in the barn, experimenting with my new sculpture.  It was actually coming along quite well, I thought.  True, it was only a framework, but it came together quickly and gave me new questions to think about. 

    Am I good at this because I build things?  Or is this nascent sculpture coming together well because I spend so much time visualizing exactly what I want?  Maybe I ate a lot of sculptors?  Or maybe it’s only a framework and I shouldn’t read too much into it? 

    The crunch of gravel is better than an alarm spell.  I looked over my shoulder and flipped up the dark glass over my goggles.  Jim, one of my Saturday players, stood in the open barn doors, still astride his bicycle.  He’s old enough to drive, but I’m not sure he’s been taught how.  I’m also not sure his family will let him borrow the car.  I’m sure his father can afford another one—he’s a banker—but maybe he’s waiting until Jim is a bit older.  Or more proficient.  Jim isn’t the most coordinated person I’ve ever met. 

    I provide the dice at the game.  Jim is the reason everyone has a dice tower.  I wasn’t about to single him out for trying to roll dice and dropping them on the floor every damn time.  With a dice tower, he feeds them in the top, one at a time, and generally only drops three or four in the course of the afternoon. 

    It’s tempting to carpet the dining room, but it has hardwood floors.  This isn’t great, since dice tend to bounce and skitter unpredictably.  We lost a couple before the dice towers made their appearance.  Phoebe found one of them as she walked barefoot into the kitchen for a late-night snack.  Thank goodness it was only a six-sider, not a four-sider!  Shortly after her shriek, I writhed tendrils around, all over the floor, and recovered the other escapees. 

    “Mr. Kent?” 

    “Come on in, Jim.  Just working on a little art project,” I told him.  He dismounted and leaned the bike against the wall.  I put my goggles up on my forehead and shut down the welding flame again. 

    “You’re making another horse?” 

    “Trying to.  This one’s going to have a clockwork theme, I think.  Phoebe’s home, but she may not have heard the doorbell.  Back door’s unlocked.  Go on in.” 

    “I didn’t come over for her, sir.” 

    “Oh.  Pardon me.”  I wiped my hands on my apron and reached for a rag.  “What’s on your mind, Jim?” 

    “I want to try out for the baseball team at school next year, but I’m kinda… I mean, I’m not very good.” 

    “So practice.” 

    “Yessir. I know.  Thing is, my little sister can’t pitch, my Mom throws like a girl, and Dad… uh… he… hasn’t got time.  I was talking to Cameron and he said you’d be the man to ask.  Did you play in a league or something?” 

    Cameron’s got a big mouth, I thought, and I heard Firebrand chuckle all the way from the house.  Bronze reminded me I brought it on myself.  I suppose I could push back and blame it on Phoebe, but I won’t.  It isn’t fair and, when you get right down to it, not true. 

    “No.  I know how to play, probably about as well as the next guy.  It’s been a long time since I actually put on a glove, though.  What do you need to work on?  Pitching?  Catching?  Batting?” 

    “I’d like to do it all, but if I have to be good at one thing, I’d like to hit the ball.” 

    “Okay.  I’ll see what I can do.  Got a bat and glove?” 

    “Yessir.” 

    “Stop by again on… Mm.  Wednesday.  Wednesday should be good.  What time works for you?” 

    “Anytime after noon.  Mom has chores for me, first thing.” 

    “Good.  I should be ready by then.” 

    “Thanks, Mr. Kent!” 

    “Run along.” 

    Jim mounted his bike and pedaled off.  He’s a decent kid, if a bit of a klutz.  If Phoebe showed any interest in him, I think I’d approve.  Poor guy is likely to be friend-zoned forever, though.  I know exactly how that works. 

    I took a walk around the back yard, considering how to lay things out.  There was an old swing set, left behind by the previous owners.  There was also a tetherball pole Gus was fond of.  I replaced the deflated old ball with a thick piece of rope.  He takes a running start, grabs the heavy rope end in his teeth as he goes by, and leaps, swinging around and around the pole as the cord winds around it.  He thinks it’s great fun.  I could move the pole and get rid of the swing set. 

    So, wooden poles or metal pipe?  That’s the question. 

    

  


   
    Tuesday, June 11th, 1959 

      

    I got a lot done in a day’s work, but I cheat.  The back yard would be a bit trickier for Rodney to mow, but I have a gas-powered line trimmer for him.  He can use it for the difficult bits.  The gas-powered rotary helix mower thing is too much of a brute to do any sort of fine work.  Besides, the line trimmer would make edging the circle drive a lot easier.  Net, it would take him less time and effort, so I didn’t feel too bad about it. 

    The chicken wire I sourced locally, along with a lot of heavier-gauge wire and some of the pipe.  I had to send out for—read: drag through a gate—the netting and the balance of the galvanized pipe.  The pipe was in meter-length sections and threaded at both ends.  Combined with four-way connectors, I could screw them together into a grid and build a batting cage.  Once it was up, all I had to do was attach the chicken wire and the netting.  And get a pitching machine. 

    Phoebe lent a hand for a while, helping me assemble pipe squares. 

    “Pop?  Are we going to raise giant chickens?” 

    “It’s a batting cage, not a chicken coop.” 

    “We’re raising bats?” 

    She’s definitely my daughter.  Genetics has nothing to do with it. 

    “You’re not as funny as you think you are,” I informed her.  She grinned. 

    “Seriously, though.  Why are we about to have a batting cage?” 

    “Jim wants to try out for the baseball team next year.  I’m going to let him swing a club at a piece of high-velocity horsehide as much as he wants until then.” 

    “But why?” 

    “Because I like him.  Because I never built a batting cage before.  Because the project doesn’t really cost me anything.  Because I don’t care if there’s a batting cage taking up space in the back yard.” 

    “And because you’re kind and generous?” 

    “Punkin, I am not a nice person.” 

    “I never said anything about nice.  I said ‘kind’ and I said ‘generous.’  Nice doesn’t enter into it.” 

    “I’m not sure I see a difference.” 

    “I do.” 

    “If you say so.” 

    “By the way, can we go on another field trip?” 

    “Sure.  Where to?” 

    “I’ll let you know.” 

    And I got back to assembling a giant jungle gym.  Phoebe went inside to work with her mirror.  I didn’t mind.  Diligent research is important and she needs the practice.  I was still almost done when night fell. 

    I rotated through a hot shower and put off fetching the pitching machine.  I had an errand that night, after my usual brain-bug consumption. 

    Chuck was still in the hospital, but he was finally off the intravenous medication.  The transfusions were done and all he had left were stitches and bandages.  No doubt he would be going home soon, possibly in the morning if they didn’t hold him for observation and a psych evaluation.  Now was the perfect time to pay him a visit. 

    Therefore, along about two in the morning, Bronze pulled up near the hospital.  I wore Firebrand hidden inside my Cloak—now Overcoat—of Extra Space.  Strangely enough, nobody paid me any attention as I went in and looked around.  It’s like they simply didn’t notice me.  Or, if they did, they had no interest in me. 

    The Don’t-Notice-Me spells are unreliable with actual guards, people whose job it is to notice and interfere with intruders.  On the other hand, anyone who can reasonably think of me as “not my problem” simply fails to notice me.  In some ways, it’s better than being invisible.  People don’t bump into me; they walk around without registering my presence—I’m just another person they passed in the hall.  People usually think a door opening and closing by itself is noteworthy, but someone going through a door is perfectly normal and not worthy of note.  Can you recall who it was?  No?  Too bad. 

    I closed the door to Chuck’s room and warded it with a silencing spell.  I wasn’t sure if there would be screaming involved.  I made sure my human disguise was firmly in place and whispered softly. 

    “Charles.  Wake up.” 

    He stirred and opened his eyes.  He blinked a bit, but his eyes were adapted to the dark and there was a little light coming in from the street outside his window.  He caught his breath and a machine next to the bed starting beeping much more quickly. 

    “Now, Charles, you need to listen to me very carefully,” I told him, softly, and put a fully-repaired Mr. Stuffins down on the bed, at the footboard.  The toy bear stood there without moving, but also without falling over.  Chuck stared at the bear, not at me, and didn’t seem disposed to say anything.  Mr. Stuffins moved slightly, turning his head to look directly at Charles.  The beeping increased.  I saw rage and humiliation again, struggling with his fear.  The fear, strangely enough, was winning, but not by much. 

    “First off, you broke into my house,” I went on, still quietly.  “You may not realize this, but I’ve been learning to be patient for the past several years.  You therefore owe Phoebe a debt you cannot comprehend. 

    “Second, when you broke into my house, you chose to head straight for her room.  Maybe that’s a coincidence, but I don’t think so.  You went in with a gun.  You opened the door and had to see it was a girl’s room, not mine.  Yet you went into the room anyway.  So I think you were after her. 

    “Did I mention she’s the only reason you’re alive?  No?  Do I need to?  No?  Good boy. 

    “Now, see, I haven’t mentioned to her my suspicion about your intent.  I think you were after her, not me.  Maybe you were after both of us, but I don’t think so.  Maybe you wanted to teach her a lesson for beating you in a race.  Maybe you wanted to punish me by hurting her.  Maybe you just wanted to scare us.  Maybe I’m wrong and you were only after Gus—a shotgun is heavier artillery than the little pistol you dropped.  All in all, I don’t know.  But the key to this visit is I don’t care.  What I do know is you will not survive another attempt.  Do you understand me, boy?” 

    There are times when That Voice is remarkably useful.  It certainly made an impression on Chuck, who nodded frantically.  His hands white-knuckled the bedrails.  Mr. Stuffins stood up and applauded, bumping his fuzzy little arms together. 

    That Voice also told me something about Chuck’s state of mind.  Something was very wrong.  Anger issues are one thing.  An obsessive, unwavering rage fueled by perceived humiliation—unwavering in the face of a supernatural effect like That Voice… His hatred and anger didn’t even flicker. 

    I reached into him with a tendril, lightly examining the dull, hot glow from his suppressed rage.  The wash of fear over it was keeping it down, but it was still there and undiminished.  The level of his fear was simply much higher. 

    “Good,” I decided.  “Very good.  I’m glad we could have a meaningful discussion.  I appreciate your understanding.  You go back to sleep and remember:  You’re completely safe from me until you meddle in my affairs, at which point Mr. Stuffins will come looking for you.  Sleep well.” 

    As I spoke, I drained his vitality like dumping out a bucket of water.  He was already lying down, but all the beeping machinery slowed suddenly.  Nobody came to investigate.  I concluded they did not use central monitoring. 

    While he slept, I did a little cutting.  The anger drained away as I cut it open and let it ooze, like lava from an active volcanic vent.  The weird thing was the way it had a… a strange flavor.  I recognized the anger.  It was typical of an angry young man.  Some teenagers are just like that.  But someone had… I don’t know… stapled?  Someone had folded a piece of Chuck’s mind in such a way as to be able to staple two things together.  Everything about me occupied the mental pigeonhole labeled “Mr. Kent.”  His internal frustrations and innate anger were in another section.  The fold-and-staple thing fastened one to the other in his mind. 

    I didn’t like it.  It wasn’t natural, clearly.  It didn’t belong there.  It interfered with his ability to think.  I despised it instantly and resolved to remove it. 

    Despite my resolve, I didn’t see an easy way to un-staple his head.  Not impossible, no, but it took time, tendrils, and some help from Firebrand.  I also had to drain away a lot of teenage angst and rebellion to get at the center, kind of like using retractors and whatnot in surgery to get at a deep-buried piece of shrapnel.  This is not a process I enjoy, but it was the only way to get at the problem. 

    The other thing to bother me was whatever caused it.  Having an example in front of me, I thought I could duplicate the effect, but while I might duplicate the results, it wouldn’t be complex psychic origami.  It would involve using a tendril like thread, stitching together the unconnected portions of his mind.  Or, if I only needed it to last overnight, I might use tendrils like jumper cables to make the connection.  Come to that, once I had the tendril connection, I could make it last with an active spell, constantly connecting the two concepts, instead of folding his psyche and stapling it in place. 

    I guess the problem I had with it wasn’t the effect, nor the method.  I didn’t like how someone else not only could do it, but apparently had no qualms about it. 

    I collected Mr. Stuffins before ringing for a nurse and sliding inconspicuously out.  It was too late for a bedpan.  He should have been wearing a catheter.  Our visit might also mean he’s stuck in the hospital for a while on a psych hold.  It breaks my black little heart. 

    Outside, I climbed into Bronze’s car and she took us away. 

    “Well?” I asked Firebrand. 

    He’s justifiably terrified.  You do good work, Boss. 

    “I seem to have heard that before.  Go on.” 

    Just before he took his nap, he was thinking what a fantastic idea it was to stay as far away as possible from you, from Phoebe, and from anything you might have looked at more than once.  The big problem was how he wasn’t right in the head. 

    “He’s a moron.”  

    He’s not the sharpest tooth, I grant you.  But that’s not what I meant.  His thoughts weren’t… operating correctly?  The funny bit we worked on.  You know what I mean. 

    “The stapled bits.  What was it like to you?” 

    Mmm.  Say his mind is like a fire.  Thoughts are dancing around all over.  That’s normal.  Some are brighter, some are bigger, some are sleeping coals, and so on.  With me? 

    “Sure.” 

    Okay.  If you put a big rock in the middle of a campfire, you still have a fire.  There’s a place inside it where there aren’t any flames.  It’s surrounded by fire, and there may be fire above it, but there’s definitely a space without flames. 

    “It looked like there was something in his head he had to think around?  Like a brain tumor?” 

    No.  Maybe.  I don’t know much about the physical lumps humans use to think with.  I do recognize tampering when I see it in someone’s thoughts.  He was thinking about how scared he is of you, so you’d think there’s a follow-up thought about how to avoid you.  And he did think those thoughts, but they had to pass through an empty place to become intentions. 

    It’s like you have an idea.  Say you come up with a way to blow up a city.  You can consider it, do the math to see if it’s worth the effort, and decide to do it—or not.  He can do all of that except the actual decision.  He had the idea of leaving you alone by moving to someplace called Maine.  But when he tried to consider the idea and how to accomplish it, it didn’t make the leap from “idea” to “thought.”  Does that make any sense? 

    “He had the idea, but couldn’t think about it, so he couldn’t act on it?” 

    Sort of.  It’s more like he can’t think about certain kinds of ideas.  Either he can’t do something because he can’t think about how, or he can’t reconsider it—he just does it, whatever it is. 

    “So he’s got no impulse control.” 

    Yes and no.  We didn’t make him think about a lot of things, so I don’t know for sure how it works.  I think he could decide not to do some things but not others.  I’d have to see a lot more of his thinking on more subjects before I can give you a rule about it, but we did fix the problem.  What you did—from my point of view—was break the rock in the fire.  There may be gravel left in the campfire, but the fire burns everywhere again. 

    “Interesting.” 

    I think he could have done it, too. 

    “Oh?” 

    I don’t think he knew what was going on.  If he did, he could have tried to heat up the rock and crack it, or burn it away, layer by layer.  It depends on how strong the rock is and how hot he can think. 

    “I’m not sure I follow your metaphor, but my takeaway is he could eventually break through the mental block?” 

    I think so.  He’s only human, though, and doesn’t understand what to do. 

    “But we fixed him, yes?” 

    As well as can be expected, Boss.  The rock is busted to gravel, so it’ll probably burn away on its own.  His thought-fires may burn a bit dim for a while, though. 

    Bronze wondered if we should go back.  I decided not to. 

    “Firebrand?” 

    Yo. 

    “This problem in Chuck’s head?” 

    What about it? 

    “Any ideas what could have done it?” 

    Well… I guess a wizard could.  With the right spells, I mean.  Not the usual sort. 

    “What sort of spells?” 

    He’s been altered, not placed under a spell.  Once you blast someone’s hand off, there’s no magic to it.  You don’t dispel the spell and he gets his hand back.  Same thing here.  He was altered, not ensorcelled. 

    “Okay.  What else?” 

    Boss, it would take something with knowledge and a fair amount of psychic power to… it’s not exactly cutting out a portion of his thinking, but it’s like that.  Not to put too fine a point on it, but it would require something like you. 

    I considered the implications for the rest of the drive home. 

    

  


   
     Wednesday, June 12th, 1959 

      

    A batting cage isn’t complicated.  It takes something to act as a structure, a little chicken wire, and a lot of netting.  Voila!  Batting cage.  I finished the construction last night with no trouble. 

    Jim came over a little after noon.  He brought his bat, a glove, and a baseball.  I gave him a batting helmet and turned him loose in the cage. 

    He was right.  He was awful. 

    Someone taught him how to stand and how to grip a baseball bat.  His posture and his form were excellent.  I let him swing away until the hopper was empty, then we gathered up baseballs and reloaded the machine.   

    His ability to hit the ball was on par with his ability to fly.  He didn’t connect with a single one.  He would have got more contact by holding out the bat and waiting. 

    I checked his eyesight.  Both eyes worked perfectly. 

    “So it’s not your vision,” I sighed.  “You see the ball clearly and both eyes, together, give you a stereo-optic sense of distance.  Your coordination seems to be the problem.” 

    “What can I do about it?” he asked. 

    “Practice.” 

    “For how long?” 

    “How long do we have until you try out for the school team?” 

    “I didn’t make the team this year, so… next summer?” 

    “Come over whenever you want, for as long as you want.”  I nodded at the electric switch by the batter’s box.  “Have at it.” 

    I went into the barn and left him to his batting practice. 

      

    Phoebe came out to the barn and found me welding.  She didn’t say anything, only watched as the horse took shape.  It wasn’t a fast process, and maybe that helped.  I had time to think about exactly what I wanted to do next.  The framework was in scale, though, and in proportion. 

    I was never a sculptor.  Have I eaten enough of them to have some rudimentary skills?  Or do I need to dissect the correct brain bug?  Come to that, can I find a particular brain-bug?  Can I sort them by skill set?  There’s another project for later. 

    Phoebe sat down by my worktable and considered the horse.  I dialed down the welding flame. 

    “What do you think?” 

    “It’s better than I could do,” she admitted. 

    “How do you know?” 

    “We did some sculpting in art class.” 

    “Oh.” 

    “You’re pretty good, Pop.  It’s Gus, right?” 

    “No.  And fetch me something to beat you with.” 

    She giggled and patted me on the shoulder. 

    “There, there, Pop.  Of course I’m kidding.  It’s a cow.” 

    I growled and she giggled again. 

    “I know it’s a horse, or will be.  It’s coming together rather well,” she added, finally.  “How did you get it to stand up?  I mean, before you had all the legs on.” 

    “I started with those discs for the hooves and built up from there.  Once I had the legs, I added connectors as part of the body.  It’s a ground-up method.” 

    “It works.  Is it for Bronze?” 

    “If she wants it.” 

    “Seems too small for her.” 

    “That’s for her to decide.  It’s too big to stick on the fridge.” 

    “It’s bigger than the fridge,” she observed.  “Can I ask a question?” 

    “Another one?’ 

    “You know what I mean, Pop.” 

    “Ask away.” 

    “Jimmy’s making a racket in the back yard.  I don’t mind, as such, I guess, but it’s usually a choonk from your pitching machine and sort of a thump as the ball hits the netting and backstop behind him.  Twice, now, there’s been a crack! as he gets a piece of one.  How long is this going to go on?” 

    “I’m guessing every day, maybe most of the day, until team tryouts.” 

    “For the school baseball team?  Pop, tryouts are over.  They’re already in summer practice.” 

    “This year, yes.  He knows he’s awful.  He’s got time.” 

    “He’ll need it!” 

    “Good thing he has it, then.” 

    Phoebe rolled her eyes and went back into the house.  I went back to sculpting. 

      

    Later that night, I fired up my own mirror and spied on Chuck.  He was still in the hospital.  He wasn’t in restraints, but he also wasn’t discharged.  Was it something I said? 

    

  


   
    Saturday, June 13th, 1959 

      

    I check in on Chuck periodically.  Mostly, it’s because I want to be aware of any plans he has for being a dickhead.  Partly, I had a faint hope of getting a clue as to who played mind games with him.  I don’t like altering people’s free will.  People should have the ability to make choices.  And to suffer for them, if they decide to.  The point is they get to decide what they believe and how hard they believe it. 

    Given what Firebrand and I could make out, it seemed to me Chuck had been programmed and sent on his way.  I didn’t keep a constant watch on him, obviously, but nobody interfered with him again.  This raised questions of whether or not he was being monitored by his manipulator.  Was there some psychic link?  If so, why wasn’t Chuck back to being a thorn in my metaphorical side?  If not, how did the manipulator keep track of his actions?  Did he bother to keep track?  Was Chuck just a wind-up toy, sent off to make mischief?  If so, why? 

    I dislike having immediate, important questions with no answers. 

      

    On Saturday afternoon, Jim’s father drove him over well before game time.  Rodney was sitting in the shade of the barn with Phoebe, eating his sandwiches, gulping down water, and drying off.  He’s allowed to use the hose to rinse himself and cool down.  Mowing a yard in summer is never a good time.  Phoebe drew on the barn wall, explaining how fractions work while he ate. 

    Closer to the house, Jim fired up the pitching machine.  Mr. Abbott and I watched for the length of one smoke of his pipe. 

    “Mr. Abbott?” 

    “Mmm.  Yes.  Mr. Kent.” 

    “Pleased to see you again.  How do you like it?” 

    “It’s ingenious.  Hard on the boy’s hands, though.” 

    “He shows determination,” I replied.  I wondered what he meant by ‘ingenious.’  Did they not have batting cages?  Or did he mean the pitching machine? 

    “Mmm.  A good sign,” he agreed, but his tone wasn’t approving.  “He’ll need it.  Takes after his mother, that one.” 

    “If I may ask, do you have any idea why he’s so determined to make the baseball team?” 

    “I’d say it’s down to me,” he admitted, quietly, puffing on his pipe.  “I made it into the majors and promptly got drafted into the Army.  Then a mortar told me to sit out the rest of my innings.”  He shrugged.  “I had a promising career as a baseball player.  Now I’ve as good a one as a banker.  Less running around, though.” 

    “I haven’t noticed a limp.” 

    “After the surgeons patched me up, I was good enough, but ‘good enough’ isn’t a pro.  I’ll never run as fast or hit as well as I did.”  He puffed on his pipe.  “I’ll never pitch at all,” he added, quietly.  “Not even for my boy.” 

    “I see.  I’m sorry.” 

    “Not your fault,” he assured me.  He puffed his pipe a few more times to be sure it was out, then knocked it, left-handed, against the heel of one shoe.  “James says you tell stories around the table?” 

    “Interactive stories.  They get to say what some of the characters do.  It’s like making up a radio play as you go along.  It’s fun.” 

    “Mmm.  Not sure I approve.  He talks about goblins and dragons and spells and such.  A boy ought to have more important things on his mind than silly notions about fairytales and what-have-you.” 

    “Believe me, they use math and science a lot.  You’d be amazed how physics is involved in calculating a catapult trajectory.  Or a baseball trajectory.” 

    “Mmm.  Perhaps.  He seems to like it, but I never cared much for stories or for science.  Just baseball.  Then accounting, when I had to pick something else.  How’s my boy doing in this batting cage of yours?” 

    “You said something about him taking after his mother?  I take it she’s not very athletic?” 

    “Clumsy as a hog on ice.” 

    “Ah.  Yes, he takes after his mother.” 

    “I was afraid of that.  You gave him the stuff for his hands?” 

    “I did.” 

    “I almost wish you hadn’t.  He’d give up on his foolishness sooner.  He should stick to his books.  He’s got no talent for baseball.” 

    “Maybe not.  Skill can make up for a lot of talent.” 

    “I suppose we’ll see.  Will he also be batting tonight, after your story-time?” 

    “I don’t know. I’d guess so.  He hasn’t worn the shine off the new toy.  He’ll stop being so enthusiastic after a while.” 

    “Mmm.  Yes.  Well, have him phone me when he’s done, would you?” 

    “Of course, Mr. Abbott.  Unless Phoebe or I run him home.  It would be no trouble.” 

    He nodded his thanks and we walked around the house to his car, a big, black 1956 Ford Continental.  Bronze once told me she liked it, but acknowledged it would need a lot of upgrades before she would be happy wearing one.  We had no plans to get one, but she appreciated the look of the thing.  Mr. Abbott drove off and Firebrand piped up. 

    Boss? 

    “Yo.” 

    You’re being watched. 

    I switched to purely mental communication and thought back, Where?  Who?  Why?  And like that. 

    I don’t know.  One person.  A man.  He’s in the woods alongside the dirt road.  He’s got distance-glasses and he’s watching.  I can’t get a good read on him from here. 

    He’s watching with binoculars, not a rifle scope? 

    Correct. 

    Then I don’t think I care.  We don’t do anything out where people can see.  Unless—is he trying to see through the windows? 

    He’s watching you. 

    Hmm.  I went inside.  “How about now?” I asked. 

    He’s watching the house, but he isn’t using the lenses anymore. 

    “I’m starting to be curious, but I don’t have a good excuse for jumping him this instant.” 

    You also have your game shortly.  You can’t reliably contain him in the basement in a way the young people won’t notice. 

    “I really need to do more work on the voidstation,” I groused. 

    Only if you want it to be useful. 

    “You are sometimes a great help,” I told it, “but only sometimes.  I’ll get on it.” 

    I could be more help, it suggested. 

    “Oh?” 

    I hear there’s a war on in Tauta, yes? 

    “Not exactly.  Would you like to set more people on fire?” 

    Who wouldn’t? 

    “Sometimes when you ask a question, it says more about you than the answer.” 

      

    While I set things up in the dining room, Phoebe and Bronze ran Rodney home before swinging around to pick up Cameron.  The other players trickled in, always a little early, before Phoebe returned.  She muscled the wheelchair out of the trunk and Cameron wheeled himself up the back ramp.  Once inside, Phoebe held his chair in place and he stood up to transfer himself from the wheelchair to a regular chair. 

    Cameron blushed when everyone applauded.  Even Jim.  It hurt for him to clap his hands.  He spent the last couple of days swinging a heavy stick until his hands were raw and blistered, but he still came back for more. 

    After that, it was kind of anticlimactic.  All we did was locate and assault—stealthily, over the paladin’s objections—a fortress occupied by ogres.  Elwood’s cleric cast a silence spell so the clanking, armored types didn’t give anyone away.  They managed to clear out half a dozen ogres inside the dilapidated structure before one managed to raise the alarm.  The rest came running.  It was a fight, but they already chopped the total force by a third, piece by piece, before the real fight started.  Combined with area effect spells to soften up the gathered enemy and a good choke point to limit access, it worked.  Even the looting was fairly routine. 

    If they hadn’t got the ogres’ shaman in their sneaking, it might have been very different.  Oh, well. 

    Perry—or his wizard—suggested they claim the old fortress as their own. 

    “I’m getting to the point I’ll need a laboratory, guys.  I gotta do spell research.  And I need a lab if I’m going to enchant stuff.” 

    “Why is the fortress abandoned?” Elwood asked. 

    “Because we killed the ogres,” Cameron suggested. 

    “That’s not what I meant!  Why was it abandoned in the first place?” 

    “Because there were ogres?” Perry asked. 

    “Cut it out, both of you!” Elwood ordered.  “My point is someone built this fortress and then left it here.  —and don’t say they left it because it was too heavy to bring!  Why did they go to the trouble of building it and then leave it?” 

    “Good question,” I replied.  “The ogres were the new owners, but they aren’t talking.” 

    “Do we summon them up and ask their ghosts?” Perry asked.  “Elwood’s cleric has a spell for that.” 

    “I don’t speak ogre,” Elwood told him. 

    “Guys?  How about we note it as a place, then head to the nearest town?” Phoebe asked.  “I can spend silver at the local taverns and ask around while Mr. Respectable and Father Pious consult officials and our social betters.” 

    “Good idea,” Jimmy agreed.  His paladin—Sir Arthur, nicknamed Mr. Respectable—was frequently their best collector of information in civilized areas.  It’s the charisma, really. 

    With the plan for next week sorted out, almost everyone went home.  Jim got in more batting practice.  Cameron packed up his papers while everyone else left. 

    When we were alone, he transferred himself to his wheelchair.  His legs were working quite well.  They were completely under his control again.  He could even stand on his own, if he had to, but the muscle mass to do anything more simply wasn’t there.  My spell’s timer expired yesterday, but I expected more recovery.  I presume he wasn’t eating as much as I suggested.  It was still good progress. 

    “Mr. Kent?” 

    “Yes, Cameron.” 

    “I see you have a batting cage out back.” 

    “Yep.” 

    “How’s Jimmy doing?” 

    “He’s terrible, but don’t tell him I said so.  Don’t discourage him.” 

    “He knows.” 

    “Yes, I’m sure he does, which is why he wanted help.  The point remains: Do not discourage him.” 

    “Yessir.  I was wondering, though, if he’s going to get better?” 

    “Practice makes perfect,” I told him. 

    “I mean, get better soon.” 

    I raised an eyebrow at Cameron. 

    “Soon?” I repeated.  Cameron flushed. 

    “I mean… you know.” 

    “You mean you want to know if he’s going to see a magical, almost miraculous improvement in his batting?” I asked.  Cameron nodded.  “No, he isn’t.  He’s got a perfectly good batting cage and a pitching machine.  It’s not something outside his ability to improve—like, say, a damaged spine.  He has the tools he needs.  Whether he makes the team or not is within his power to determine.” 

    “This is what my Dad calls ‘building character,’ right?” 

    “Probably.  My own father used the phrase more than a few times.  I’m still not sure what he meant by it.” 

    “But other things, things a person can’t do—those things sometimes need… correction?” 

    “I might call it ‘help,’ but I know what you mean.  Sometimes the struggle for achievement builds character, too.  It’s hard to know when to let people suffer, so they can find their own strength, and when to meddle.” 

    I kept quiet on the subject of how to know when to meddle.  I’ve been around for quite a while and still don’t have a good rule for it.  Hell!  I still don’t have a rule, never mind a good one. 

    “I see.  I think I see.”  He contemplated for a few seconds.  “Thank you, Mr. Kent.” 

    “It’s my pleasure, Cam.  Do you want me to push you out?” 

    “I can manage, but thanks.” 

    “Anytime.” 

    Phoebe drove him home.  I went through my sunset while Jim swung at baseballs.  Once the sun was down, I called Jim in and drove him home in the truck.  He would have kept going.  I put lights on the cage, after all. 

    I got back first despite driving carefully.  Dropping Jim off went quickly, though, since he lives much closer.  Cameron lives in Redding, so it’s more of a drive.  I settled down in the living room to read and wait. 

    Bronze pulled up out front and Phoebe came in quickly.  She headed straight for the stairs. 

    “Hold on,” I called.  She stopped halfway across the living room and looked puzzled. 

    “Pop?” 

    “You’ve been examining Swisher, Iowa City, and possibly the entire state of Iowa for quite a while.  Any deal-breakers?  Anything terrible about the place?  Or anything wonderful?  Picked out a house?  You were looking at houses, yes?” 

    “Uhm…” she began, and trailed off, looking at a nice, blank section of wall.  I waited.  I didn’t say anything, just let an overwhelming silence build until it broke. 

    “See, Pop, it’s like this…” 

    I waited some more. 

    “You know the add-on to my mirror?” 

    “The micro-gate.” 

    “Yessir.” 

    “What about it?” 

    “It’s the first time I’ve been able to look at other worlds whenever I want.” 

    “Other worlds?  Plural?” 

    “It’s a functional gate,” she pointed out.  “I just have to aim it.” 

    “Go on.” 

    “Well… I’ve been looking around at lots of other worlds.” 

    “And you’re thinking we don’t have to live in Iowa?” 

    “Yeah…” she trailed off. 

    “Yeah, and?” I prompted. 

    “I made a friend.” 

    “As in ‘assembled,’ or ‘met’?” 

    “I met someone and made friends with her.” 

    “That’s okay.” 

    “Can you assemble a friend?” she asked, curious. 

    “Trying to make friends always has risks.  You read Mary Shelley’s book.” 

    “Oh.” 

    “So tell me about your new friend.” 

    “Her name is Orrysa.” 

    “Like the mashed potatoes?” 

    “Or-eye-sah,” she repeated, carefully.  “She’s a seer.  Well, her mother is a seer and Orrysa’s learning.  It’s how we met.  She felt the scrying sensor and scried on it with her crystal ball so we could talk.” 

    “What do you talk about?” 

    “Oh, her world, my world, how they’re different.  There are kings over there, but they’re little kingdoms.  They have a lot more magic, but not much technology.  Waterwheels and stuff.  It’s like your Tauta in some ways, but not everybody has black hair and dark eyes.” 

    “I’m told the northerners in the Empire are somewhat lighter-complexioned.  What’s Orrysa’s culture like?” 

    “Orrysa isn’t part of the major culture.  She’s part of a nomadic group.  They move from kingdom to kingdom offering magical services.  People don’t trust magic-workers, for the most part, so they don’t stay anywhere long.” 

    “Good to know.  You seem to have something on your mind, though.  Care to share?” 

    “Pop, Orrysa is around fourteen and she’s about to turn pro.” 

    “Professional seer?” 

    “Yes.  Scrier, I guess, but they call themselves a’ramas, which means ‘oracles,’ I think.  They look at faraway places for people, send messages, sometimes get glimpses of the future, all that stuff.” 

    “So?” 

    “Pop, what am I going to be?  I can’t exactly be a professional witch.  At least, not here.  Or can I?” 

    “No, I wouldn’t think it wise,” I agreed, thoughtfully.  “The locals don’t have a high tolerance for magical shenanigans.  Elsewhere?  I’m sure you’d make an excellent village witch, if you wanted to.” 

    “I might give it a try.  But what if I decide I don’t want to be a village witch or whatever?  I can’t see myself as a telephone operator or a secretary.” 

    “Although you would excel at them.” 

    “Until I snapped and ran screaming from the offices,” she countered. 

    “You would probably be bored in an office job,” I agreed.  “Why the sudden interest?  Or, rather, why the sudden concern?” 

    “I was talking with Cameron about what he plans to do.  He was talking, anyway, since he’s going to be able to hold down what he calls ‘a real job,’ now that his legs will work.  It made me wonder.  You’ve mentioned you have things you have to do once I’m all grown up and don’t need you anymore.  Remember?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “I’m not sure I’ll ever not need you, Papa.” 

    She doesn’t call me Papa very often.  It hearkens back to when she was little. 

    “First off,” I began, “I’ll always do my best to be here for you.  You’ll live your life, as is right and proper for you to do.  I’ll live mine.  We may not live in the same house, or even the same universe, but if you call me, I’ll try to answer.  Fair?” 

    “Fair.  ‘Try to answer’?” she echoed. 

    “There are things I have to do.  Dangerous things.  More dangerous, I mean, than the usual stuff, mostly because they’re new things and I don’t know much about them.” 

    “Can I help?” 

    “Maybe someday, but not yet.  I don’t know enough to say how you could, but if I need a human wizard, you’re my first choice.” 

    “Thanks, Pop!” 

    “As for what you’re going to do for a living, the question is inaccurate.  Making a living isn’t a problem.  What do you want to do?  Customer service?  Retail?  Spray people with perfume samples as they walk by?  Design rockets?  Conquer barbarian kingdoms?  Re-engineer solar systems?  Visit strange new worlds and seek out new life and new civilizations?” 

    “I think I like that last one, Pop.  I like it when we travel to new places.” 

    “Then we’ll work on getting you up to speed on doing it.” 

    “Fred says I’m welcome to come with him, if I want.” 

    I was about to go on about how we would step up our lessons on gate theory.  Her statement stopped me mid-flight like a bird hitting a window. 

    “I’m sorry?” 

    “Fred goes to other beds, under them,” she pointed out.  “He says I’m welcome to come with, if I ever want to.” 

    Fred is the Monster Under the Bed.  Apparently, there’s only the one.  I flashed back in my memory to his coin collection and the one with the rocket ship.  He obviously goes to other worlds and can take things from under one bed to put under another.  It’s a peculiar way to get from one universe to another, but there’s no reason to think he couldn’t bring someone along.  I mean, I was once in his pocket universe with him.  I suppose he could lead me by the hand to another under-the-bed space and I could crawl out.  Or Phoebe could. 

    “Let’s work on getting you proficient enough to get home on your own, just in case,” I suggested. 

    “Oh, I haven’t gone.  But he likes me.” 

    “Does he?” 

    “Yes.  He says I’m the only person who talks to him.  I think he’s lonely.” 

    “He feeds on fear,” I pointed out.  “He probably doesn’t get much conversation over dinner.  Besides, he’s only audible to people below a certain level of maturity.  And wizards, apparently, since you’re obviously too old to perceive him otherwise.” 

    “Could be.” 

    “Give him your father’s regards, however.” 

    “I will.  He’s not sure he wants to meet you, though.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “I told you about it.  First time he spoke to me from under the bed?” 

    “I remember.  He started behaving more nicely after you talked to him for a while, didn’t he?”  I chose not to mention Mr. Stuffins’ involvement. 

    “He’s not a bad guy,” Phoebe added. 

    “I suppose not.  I don’t like his dietary requirements, but I don’t like mine, either.  Glass houses and catapults.  But, back to the more immediate issues.  Have you reached a conclusion on Iowa?” 

    “I guess I haven’t.” 

    “Give me three house recommendations by Friday.  I’ll set us up over there and we can start moving stuff.” 

    “We’re leaving?” 

    “Not yet.  I’m thinking we can move some of the non-essential stuff, get the house set up, and so forth.  We can shift back and forth once I have a power system set up for the other house, and we can leave a micro-gate connected to keep it from running away in time.  It’ll be less troublesome than grabbing whatever’s at hand to save it from the fire.” 

    “What fire?” 

    “When the superstitious peasants burn down the house, silly.  Surely you haven’t forgotten?  Run along.” 

    “Don’t call me ‘Shirley’,” she quipped.  “Pop, nobody’s angry at us.  Nobody’s screaming about the wizards or witches or vampire.  Nobody’s noticed, aside from Cameron, and he’s keeping his lip buttoned.” 

    “Did you know someone altered Chuck’s mind to make him hostile toward me?” 

    “Huh?” 

    “Since you insisted you wanted him to live, I went to check on him.  He’s survived his injuries and is feeling much better.  I also examined him for psychological disorders.  Someone did something to his mind to make him focus all his anger and frustration on me. 

    “I undid it,” I went on, “with Firebrand’s help.  He shouldn’t be a problem, now.  But the point is, someone with powers has taken notice.  How much longer do you think we have?” 

    “I’m guessing as much time as we want.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “I know you, Pop.  You’re already planning to kill whoever it is that monkeys around with people’s minds.”  She kissed my cheek.  “Even if it’s someone like Chuck’s mind.” 

    Her tone was light, but her eyes were troubled as she headed upstairs.  I let her shut the door to her workroom before I went upstairs to my bedroom.  My closet needed some upgrades.  It was something to work on while I considered how to take her observation. 

    

  


   
    Sunday, June 14th, 1959 

      

    Today I tracked Chuck into church.  Well, close to it.  He went home last night, I believe, and this morning his whole family loaded up into the car and headed for Sunday School.  I tuned in on him as he sulked in the back seat with his younger sister. 

    It was a typical boring family outing until they turned into the church parking lot.  The image distorted, fuzzed out of focus, and disintegrated into flaring static.  I’ve never seen a scrying block like it. 

    Naturally, I investigated.  I’m not sure it’s a formal blocking spell.  I don’t see a magical effect producing it.  At the moment, my best guess is it has something to do with the sacred ground of the church.  Why it’s doing this mystifies me.  I couldn’t penetrate it.  Or, rather, all I could see was static.  The scrying spell worked perfectly.  I could pan it back and forth, move it up and down, even zoom in with air-refraction optics to observe from outside.  But a scrying sensor inside the church grounds sent back nothing but a load of crackling fuzz. 

    I am both annoyed and suspicious and will be looking into this, so to speak.  Right now, I have to run through my morning kung fu murder moves. 

      

    Phoebe surprised me in sword practice.  Velina taught her a double-feint, which I recognized, but Phoebe came up with her own variation.  The double-feint was supposed to attract the focus while she stepped forward with a bind, preparatory to coming corps-a-corps, but she fooled me.  She didn’t step all the way in, choosing to snap-kick me in the knee, instead.  She almost knocked me down and did score a point with her blade.  Armor might have taken the blow, but that’s not the purpose of the exercise. 

    I may have to send her to warrior school in Tauta.  Clearly, I’m not as good a teacher as I thought. 

    Because she scored, she got to pick where to eat.  She likes Caramel’s, but Caramel’s is our usual place.  We wound up dressing for another Earth.  Year 2214, recovered after a minor nuclear exchange over a century ago, advanced technology, et cetera. 

    I suppose I could invent a classification system to more readily identify world characteristics, but Diogenes has the catalog and the ones I care about are all in my head.  I know where I’m going even if I can’t explain it easily to anyone else.  Multispatial geometry is not for the faint of mind nor weak of stomach. 

    We’ve been to Stationary Station #4 at the top of the Quito space elevator twice before.  Phoebe likes it.  They have a restaurant in a point-three G ring with a dazzling view of Earth.  I’m not terribly fond of it.  Low gravity messes with my reflexes.  I do like the view, though. 

    What I like least is the cautious way one has to drink.  Lift a glass too quickly and the liquid keeps going up in the low gravity.  It’s too easy to spill and my shirtfront does not like it.  Phoebe adapted on her first visit and has loved it ever since.  I wear the space equivalent of a lobster bib and use caution with every movement involving liquids. 

    On the upside, the station is almost never in the Earth’s shadow—an important point if I’m going to be there and in full view of a window.  They keep track of the eclipse times and post them; it’s a spectacular sight, or so I’m told.  It brings in more tourists.  The next one was scheduled in seventeen days, so I felt reasonably safe.  I don’t like it when sunrise and sunset are variables under someone else’s control, though.  The station doesn’t maneuver—it’s a geosynchronous orbit at the top of a space elevator, after all—but it’s one more thing to worry me.  It puts me in a nervous frame of mind.  More than my usual paranoia and cowardice, I mean. 

    We had our dinnertime lunch there and were back in less than an hour.  Out back, I heard the thump of a baseball hitting the backstop.  This is a very different sound from a baseball meeting a bat. 

    “I’m going to watch Jimmy practice, Pop.” 

    “Encouraging words,” I reminded her. 

    “He’s got determination.  More than I expected.  He deserves encouragement.” 

    She changed her outfit back to the local pleats-and-ponytail before be-bopping out to cheer Jim on.  Gus reminded me about my promise to handle his overheating problem, so we went down to my workroom.  Time for a collar upgrade! 

    

  


   
    Thursday, June 18th, 1959 

      

    Phoebe hasn’t quite finished her report for me, but I pushed her for one on the houses.  She gave me a list of three she liked and I checked them over.  The best of them was an ancient two-storey structure.  It had a not-so-ancient carriage house converted to a two-car garage.  There was no separate barn or workshop and no basement, although there was an auxiliary shed behind the garage, far enough back to be half-hidden by the encroaching treeline.  It showed signs of being used as a child’s play-fort or clubhouse.  I resolved to not notice. 

    On the other hand, the house had four bedrooms, a fireplace in the living room, another in the kitchen at the other end of the house, a dedicated library room with built-in shelves, and mostly the smaller, old-fashioned windows, complete with functional exterior shutters.  Someone had redone the front wall—the door and windows—with a lot more glass than I liked, but they also completely screened in the wide wooden porch.  They also included those roll-down sunshade things.  They’re made of long, thin strips of what might be bamboo or wicker or something.  I don’t know what they’re called. 

    Woodland surrounded the house and had already eaten half the original yard—a bonus, as far as I was concerned.  On the other hand, the whole property wasn’t two thousand feet away from, and maybe six feet higher than, one bank of the Iowa river.  I wondered how often it flooded.  There were faint signs of water damage around the lower sections of the interior walls, and flooding would discourage a normal basement. 

    Did I like it?  No.  Did Phoebe like it?  Apparently so.  And I’m trying to give her more responsibility, which means compromising.  So I went there and investigated. 

    Gus ran off into the woods to explore while I roamed through the house, looking it over in person.  He came back filthy and panting, delighted with his new temperature regulator.  I was as pleased as he was about it, but not about the mud and leaves.  I whisked him clean while he reported on the local environment.  Nothing in the immediate region was a threat, but there were things to chase.  There was also a particularly insolent squirrel who might need to be taught a lesson.  I thanked him and sent him home. 

    Thus unencumbered, I started the paperwork process for establishing our identities in various files around the country.  Then I stole gold from branched timelines.  I could steal money directly, but the money is duplicated in a branching timeline.  Duplicate serial numbers can become a problem.  Gold and other commodities don’t have the same problem, but turning them into cash is an added complexity.  Then I had to establish a money trail—Switzerland, then the Cayman Islands, then England, then America.  And so on.  Stealing the money isn’t the problem.  Laundering the money is the problem. 

    Human cultures are so complicated.

  


   
    Saturday, June 20th, 1959 

      

    Phoebe and I did our morning routine, as usual, but after we’re done, I spent a little time spying on Chuck, keeping tabs on him.  He hasn’t been back to bother us and I’m not sure he will be. 

    Has his mental wrinkle come back?  I don’t think so.  I can’t tell for certain through a scrying sensor and Firebrand tells me it can’t hear thoughts through one.  We would need to open a gate.  On the other hand, simply through gross observation, I can make some guesses. 

    Chuck seems—and let me stress that: seems—to have calmed down.  He’s working as an assistant mechanic on his father’s car lot.  He’s the boss’s son, but he’s not slacking off in the garage.  He hasn’t been out much in the evenings, but maybe that’s due to his lack of a ride.  He’s been more… I don’t know.  Focused, maybe.  It’s like he’s making an effort to be an honest, hard-working bloke. 

    It’s possible he had a sudden urge to give up deathsticks, go home, and rethink his life.  But what do I know? 

    His three friends still go cruising around in one or the other of the family cars, depending on who can borrow one, but they’re no longer being encouraged by Chuck’s bad behavior.  They’re still teenaged boys, so yes, they are jerks, but it looks like the usual run of jerkiness. 

    How does this relate to the guy in the woods, watching my house?  He keeps coming back.  I’m not absolutely sure Chuck and the stakeout are related, but I’m the center of the universe and everything has to do with me. 

    Wow.  I really packed the sarcasm into that one. 

    Realistically, someone could be just as easily spying on Jim’s movements.  He keeps coming over and his father is a bank executive.  It could be a plot to kidnap him and squeeze his father for ransom.  It doesn’t have to be something to do with me.  It doesn’t have to be related to Chuck’s issues. 

    I’m still suspicious.  Someone—or someThing—performed a mental operation on Chuck.  Why?  I didn’t see any reason to take an interest in Chuck.  He simply isn’t interesting.  But if he’s given a predilection for pissing me off, he might be an unwitting pawn.  Someone might be taunting me—or seeing how I react to being taunted.  The guy with the binoculars might even be responsible, although I doubted it.  I considered it far more likely they were pawns in this game and I was only now beginning to realize I was playing. 

    How many moves behind was I?  And who was on the other side of the board?  And how many sides to this board might there be?  Who were the pieces?  What were the rules?  What was the goal? 

    Usually, when I encounter problems like these, I either kill all the pieces and players, or I pack up and leave them to play with themselves. 

      

    In the early afternoon, before we started the game, Jim invited us all out to the batting cage.  From the sounds of the past two days, I could tell he was improving.  Until now, I didn’t bother to watch him practice.  Perhaps I should have. 

    The fresh-cut grass was a lovely smell to go with the baseball weather.  It was a lovely day, if a bit warm for a game, but he wanted to show off.  We’d go inside and enjoy ice-cold lemonade afterward. 

    I saw the spells on him.  I also took note of his clothes.  He wore a shirt with a collar, but I could see a pair of marked lines along the back of his neck, just under his hair.  The rest of the symbols were hidden, so I paid more attention to the energy matrix surrounding and permeating him.  This wasn’t something a local wizard might do.  The magical environment wouldn’t support it.  It would take hours, possibly days to pack that much power into the spell, to say nothing of the unique design. 

    I didn’t like it, but I didn’t say anything. 

    I’d say Phoebe has herself a project.  She does things in the high-intensity environment around the house or in her workroom all the time, but the rules usually forbid anything noticeable.  I suppose she has to stretch her wings and fly sooner or later, which was part of why the rules were temporarily suspended.  I worried about Jim, though.  I wish she’d asked me to help. 

    Jim took his spot and hit the switch.  The motor hummed, the wheels spun up, and the first baseball shot out.  He whacked the thing right up into the top netting.  And the second.  And the third.  He didn’t yet have much control over where he sent them—he couldn’t call his shot into right, center, or left field—but he consistently kept them from crossing the plate.  He might not hit home runs, but a reliable batter is a worthy addition to the team. 

    Everyone congratulated Jim on his rapid development with phrases like, “I knew you could do it,” “All you needed was practice,” and “You worked hard for this.”  The congratulations stung him a bit, but he smiled to cover it and accepted their praises graciously. 

    Once inside, our game also went well.  They discovered their abandoned structure was once an outpost of the kingdom during an expansionist phase.  It was abandoned because there wasn’t money enough to maintain it.  Nothing prevented them from simply taking it over, which they did.  Four real hours—three in-game weeks—of repairs and improvements later, they had a nice little fortification to call home. 

    I know about fortifications. 

    Later, after everyone had either gone home or been delivered, Phoebe went straight up to her room.  Well, she hadn’t asked me about trying to help Jim.  I don’t suppose she needed to inform me, either.  It simply meant it was her project, definitely and entirely. 

    Boss? 

    “Hmm?” 

    You know how you told me not to be too nosy about what Phoebe’s up to? 

    “I think I said not to tell me unless her safety was at stake.” 

    Yeah, about that… 

    I sighed. 

    “What’s the problem?” 

    Is fiddling with gate spells in that category? 

    “Hmm.  No, not really.  I don’t think she can cast one, yet.” 

    She has the micro-gate in her mirror, Firebrand pointed out. 

    “Yes, and I’m sure she can rig up a transfer from the micro-gate to the mirror frame, but she doesn’t have the necessary grunt to open a big one for very long.  Even the house environment won’t support one.  She’d need several auxiliary crystals.  Besides, she’s not stupid.  She won’t open a person-sized gate and dive through without looking—or without a way back.” 

    And if something ugly on the other end of the gate comes through? 

    “That counts as a safety issue.  Is that what you’re worried about?” 

    Not exactly.  Sometimes she’s looking at other worlds and sometimes chatting with her new favorite friend.  Orrysa. 

    “The seer’s daughter.  I remember.” 

    That’s why I’m free to bring it up.  It’s a magical universe, Boss, and it’s not the only one she’s been peeking into. 

    “Okay.  If something ugly catches her scrying on it and reaches through, I definitely need to have all the warning I can get.” 

    Roger that.  I’m on it, Boss. 

    “And try to alert me proactively enough so I have time to get you out of the fireplace.” 

    If you’d just had a flame in the basement, I could be in a magical conversion chamber enjoying the fire and easy to get to.  All your conversion spells could then have whatever I didn’t. 

    “And you’d be in the basement, not the living room.” 

    You could put the conversion spells in the chimney. 

    “Nag, nag, nag.  I do have thermal conversion spells higher up the chimney than you—not that you leave much for them.  Now hush.  I’ve got to bother Phoebe for a minute.” 

    Firebrand was quiet while I knocked on her workroom door.  She called out, “One second!” came to the door, and let me in.  The room was still a mess, but her standing mirror was uncovered.  The scene beyond was like a window into a small, foggy room.  The girl on the mirror was dark-haired, younger than Phoebe, and was present in sharp focus, although somewhat distorted.  Definitely a crystal ball to mirror hookup.  Not a bad piece of image conversion, actually.  I might have done something similar in my early days as a wizard. 

    “What’s up, Pop?” 

    “I wanted to suggest a little light reading for you.”  I handed her a notecard with a list of books in my library.  She took it and frowned at the titles. 

    “These are all medical books?” 

    “Yep.” 

    “Why?” 

    “No reason.”  I smiled waved at the girl, presumably Orrysa.  Her face lit up in a huge smile and she waved enthusiastically back.  I turned to leave. 

    “Wait, Pop!” 

    “Hmm?” 

    “I, uh…” she trailed off. 

    “Yeeeeeeeeees?” 

    “Does this have anything to do with Jimmy?” she asked, all in a rush. 

    “Not yet.” 

    I went downstairs and left her to worry about my answer. 

      

    The voidstation is growing slowly because I have a shift-box aimed at a base timeline, targeting a railroad rail for the steel.  It only fires after the steel it swipes disappears into the structure of the station.  I popped out, found a flatcar stacked full of rails, and moved it over manually.  I also reset the shift-box, setting it at an angle.  Now, when the steel rail appears, it falls out with a horrendous clang.  The clang isn’t what I wanted, but it does get the rail out of the way.  It lets the shift-box fire more frequently. 

    For material goods, I know a couple of Nobody Left Alive worlds—usually, post-apocalyptic places with zero or near-zero population.  There’s nobody to miss an osmium ingot, a bank vault of gold, the contents of a jeweler’s shop, or a brigade of mechanized armor. 

    Once I find an example of the thing I need, I swipe it, then ignore the branching timeline.  I keep targeting the original, making a new timeline, to swipe the exact same thing again.  It’s an great time-saver.  Find one flatcar loaded with railroad rails and I have as many as I care to swipe.  Find one gigantic diamond and I’ve got lots. 

    My voidstation is a flat thing, with lots of rooms and hallways, all stuck together side-by-side and stacked like a two-storey building.  I added the second storey when I realized I needed a larger chamber for my angel containment diagram. 

    Maybe I should add a third floor.  I could make it storage for lab animals and test subjects.  I could also seal it off from the rest of the station so any escapees can’t get to the shift-rooms. 

    Dang.  I still need life-support systems.  I’m sure the present air is breathable, since I’m not exactly using it, but how long will it stay that way with a dozen humans and other animals in semi-permanent residence?  So many things to prepare!  And the station has to be large enough to accommodate it all…  

    It grew slowly for several years.  Now it’s growing a lot faster. I don’t think storage space is going to be any trouble. 

    After my one trip to load up the voidstation with fresh steel, I stayed in the station.  My timeclock ticked it along faster so I could go on a spelling spree with Gus’s collar.  There are any number of crystals I could use, but diamonds are preferable.  I can put a spell in a small one and hide it, sandwiched between the layers of the leather collar.  So I swiped diamonds.  Okay, I swiped the same diamond several times. 

    Earlier, while I was upgrading his air conditioning, I realized his other spells could be done better. While his defenses were adequate, they’ve been used.  They’ll work over and over, but once I have to use a spell, I often find a way to make it better.  I’ve done it with my stuff and with Phoebe’s stuff—although Phoebe is old enough to be taking care of her own stuff.  Come to that, I should probably be doing it more often. 

    If the Hidden Mastermind behind Chuck’s brain issues is biding his time, what will be next?  Chuck showed up at my house with a pistol, then a shotgun.  Will the next attempt be an escalation with another pawn-person?  Maybe one with a big-game rifle? Or just a Thompson submachine gun? 

    Somehow, I don’t think we’ll have any more trouble with Chuck.  I can’t be certain, but I just don’t see it.  Whoever is Behind It All is the source of the problem.  I haven’t yet gotten around to hunting him down and beating information out of him. 

    Whatever the ultimate reason is, I want my dog—okay, Phoebe’s dog—to be at least temporarily bulletproof.  After considerable work, I am now fairly sure Gus can cross No Man’s Land without being hurt, provided he crosses at a dead run and doesn’t get hung up in the wire.  He won’t want to leap down in the trenches with the troops, but that’s not his job.  If an army shows up on the doorstep, we run away.  All I’m concerned about is enough bulletproofing to take make guns ineffective on him for at least one firefight. 

    Well… maybe not all I’m concerned about.  There’re a couple more spells in his collar, tied together.  If he’s hurt, one of them will hold the wound closed—a prototype spell inspired by my recent back-scratching—while another trades stored magical energy for vital force and another does a little flesh-welding on the wound.  From an outside perspective, you can run a spear through him, yank it out, and the wound closes up almost as fast as you made it.  This happens inside him, too, not merely at the skin level. 

    At least, it should.  I acquired some lab animals and did terrible things to them.  The spell seems to work the way I want it to in the lab, but under field conditions?  I guess we’ll find out.  It’s better for him to have it even if it doesn’t work quite as advertised.  Even if it works perfectly, he won’t enjoy it and he may go into shock, but if we’ve reached the point of skewering the attack dog, something has already gone very wrong.  Anything to help him is to the good. 

    Although, once I thought of it, I did include a spell to minimize the effects of shock.  It’s almost a direct copy of one I have on my amulet for dealing with sudden sunrise transformations.  I’m not a Boy Scout, but I do like to be prepared.  I probably wouldn’t make a good Scout, though.  Merit badges galore, sure, but where I run into problems is the Scout Spirit.  I don’t think I can digest that.  I’m also pretty sure they frown on eating people.  I haven’t read the Scout handbook lately.  Do they have a chapter on the Donner Party and how to properly prepare a former companion?  That’s probably not what they mean by “be prepared.” 

    I’ve also given more thought to my momentum-sharing spell.  After much internal debate, I’ve decided to stick with just one, for surprises.  Once it fires, deflection spells are the main defense.  True, Gus is a big dog, but a stream of bullets from a machine gun will send him flying back.  Taking on the bullets’ momentum won’t hurt him while the spell lasts, but being knocked downrange won’t get him to his target.  He’s light enough to be gunned into a wall, pinned by the gunfire, and riddled with bullets.  Deflection spells are better. 

      

    Along about Shasta’s midnight—meaning “many hours later in my voidstation”—I finished with Gus’s collar, the voidstation supply run, and the updated station growth designs.  I went back to the house and checked in.  Phoebe was asleep, but the house was secure. 

    I paused to take a quick internal inventory.  Hungry?  Not yet, but I could eat.  Maybe it was time to start considering my next full meal.  Was it worth it to take a quick trip tonight and see if there was anyone begging to be removed from the world? 

    Usually, there’s enough in the power budget to allow for dinner out.  I can go to another world, find an involuntary volunteer, and not care about what sort of evidence I leave behind.  I prefer not to, however.  I’ll eat in-world, if possible. 

    Why?  A variety of reasons.  If I eat in, the world’s average decency improves.  This is a good thing, overall, especially if it’s a world where Phoebe lives.  Also, branched timelines tend to decay, so grabbing a quick bite in one doesn’t give me the feeling that I’m accomplishing anything.  And, of course, it does take more power to make a longer trip. 

    I usually have a pretty generous power budget, but Phoebe’s been eating into it with her now-gated mirror.  Even so, it’s not the power budget that keeps me from zapping to any random city even in the same world to find my quarterly dinner.  It’s the possibility of attracting notice from the locals.  There are supernatural entities abroad in the Earth timelines besides me.  The house is well-shielded and unlikely to be detected, but the pulse of power at the other end isn’t exactly subtle.  Reversing the process could, in theory, give a watchful mage a direction and possibly even a brief window in through the house’s cloaking spells.  They might not be interested in me because of my diet, but anyone who regularly sets off fireworks attracts notice. 

    On the other hand, if I shift-booth there and drive back, it would be harder to trace.  Anyone trying to track me back to my lair would have to track me, not merely triangulate shift-booth pulses.  Tracking me is not easy to do.  Plus, I dislike being scried on and I usually notice, especially while I’m headed home after a murder. 

    Did I want to set off another shift-booth pulse and go hunt for dinner?  I’ve been trying to have all my murders centered to the south, rather than surrounding Shasta.  But it’s a long drive there, then hunting, then the drive back.  Even with a brute-force shift booth to pop us down there, it was still a long drive to get home. 

    At this point, Bronze informed me she was in the barn. 

    All right, fine.  We’ll pop over to Sacramento— 

    Bronze preferred Reno.  More twisty roads on the way back.  More fun. 

    —pop over to Reno and drive around while I spread a net of tendrils to look for someone worthy of removal.  If we find someone, great.  If not, Bronze will run me home in time to avoid sunrise.  And she does deserve a good run. 

    Yes, she ran quite a lot in Tauta.  So? 

    Phoebe was upstairs, asleep with the Black Blanket of Doom.  Gus and Mr. Stuffins were in the room with her.  Firebrand was in the fireplace, dozing and listening, and alarm spells were on all the openings into the house—both floors.  And Phoebe is old enough to take care of herself. 

    It ain’t easy, being a guardian angel.  Even a dark one. 

    I double-checked the intrusion detection spell around the house, just inside the cloaking spell.  It was now linked to my timeclock, so it would notify me no matter where I was.  I added temporary extensions, like tripwires, at the fence-line.  Someone was creeping around the place a while ago, watching with binoculars.  He wasn’t there at the moment, but he might come back and I wanted to have—and let Firebrand have—extra warning if anyone hopped the fence. 

    Trespassers can be shot.  Survivors can be interrogated.  Casualties can also be interrogated, but it takes a lot more work. 

    As I manually strung my spell, walking along the yard’s fence-line, I wondered again who he was and why he was there.  It was night, so if he had been present, I would have seen him during my spellcasting walk.  Did he find what he was looking for?  Was he watching from farther away—say, up on a mountainside, with a telescope?  If he already found what he was looking for, what was it?  Did he look for it, not find it, and give up?  Or did he just knock off for the night and go home? 

    I’m good at asking hard questions.  Next time I see him, maybe I’ll see about answers.

  


   
    Monday, June 22nd, 1959 

      

    After our morning mind-meld and meditation—lessons in gate thaumaturgy, mostly—some physical warmup, and some time working on hand-to-hand, I elected to practice throwing.  Phoebe frowned at this. 

    “Why not swords, Pop?” 

    “Because I’m no longer going to teach you swords.  If you want more lessons, you can get them from Velina.” 

    “Really?” she asked, excited. 

    “Really.” 

    “You’re still better than me,” she pointed out.  “You’re better than Velina, too.  She says you’re the best she’s ever fought.” 

    “It’s more than she’s said to me,” I groused, and went on.  “Because I’m more skilled, you assume I’m a better teacher.  For various reasons, this is not the case.” 

    “Name one.” 

    “I won’t hit you as hard as Velina will.” 

    “Oh,” Phoebe replied, in a very small voice.  “Uh, Pop?” 

    “Yes, Punkin?” 

    “Maybe you should keep teaching me swords.” 

    “Or maybe you don’t want to learn any more.  You decide.  I’ll still be the one to put a polish on your unarmed skills, at least for now.  I haven’t yet found a monastery where they accept female students.  Close the back doors of the barn and I’ll set up the hay bales.” 

    We pitched a lot of odd things at targets on a wall of hay.  I’m getting better at making the knife go in point-first, but I still can’t do it reliably.  Phoebe doesn’t seem to have any problem with it on a stationary target.  We don’t only practice with knives, though.  We practice with various things—bottles, rocks, half-bricks, boards, baseballs, and other objects.  You know.  Junk.  Whatever comes to hand. 

    We finished up and Phoebe went inside.  I sat down to do more sculpting. 

    Phoebe brought breakfast out to me and I paused to engulf all the food.  I meant to take the dishes in, but I forgot, lost in my horse-sculpture again.  Phoebe gave me a shout around lunchtime, so I took the dishes with me then. 

    Something seemed amiss.  I couldn’t put my finger on it. 

    Spells?  A whole slew of them, and all apparently fine.  Bronze?  Nope.  Firebrand?  Nope.  Gus, Phoebe, Mr. Stuffins, my cloak… The house?  The truck?  The barn?  The batting cage? 

    Ah.  The batting cage.  It was quiet. 

    “Phoebe?” 

    “Yes, Pop?” 

    “Where’s Jim?  Why isn’t he swinging away?” 

    “Maybe he’s happy with his progress?” 

    “Phoebe.” 

    “I don’t know, Pop.  Honest, I don’t.” 

    “Call his house and see if he’s available, would you?” 

    “Do you want to talk to him?” 

    “Nope.  He’s your patient.” 

    “Patient?” she repeated, surprised. 

    “You’re the one who put growth spells on his nervous system.  And, I might add, let them run indefinitely without monitoring their progress.  And run constantly, not just when he was trying to develop specific skills.” 

    “Uh,” she answered, obviously thinking of the notecard I gave her.  The books were neurology textbooks.  Then she shifted to thinking about what I said.  Then she started thinking about how Pop knows all and sees all.  She swallowed, hard. 

    “I’ll see if he wants to grab a soda or something.” 

    “Do that,” I suggested.  She hurried to the phone and I sat down to lunch. 

      

    Bronze roared out through the gate several minutes later.  She assured me it was nothing serious, but Phoebe was in a hurry.  I acknowledged the update and went back to eating, finishing Phoebe’s portion while I was at it.  I wondered, in the back of my mind, whether Phoebe would ask me for help.  If she did, would I help?  She got herself—and Jim—into this. 

    Yes, I decided, I would if it seemed she couldn’t get Jim out of whatever trouble she’d gotten him into.  Jim might have agreed, but how was he to know? 

    Sighing, I put dishes in the sink and washed my hands.  I’d hate to get stains on a textbook.  I went into the library, found the books I wanted, and shifted over to Zombie World to do some cramming with a time-ticker gate to help. 

    My survivalist house is still doing well, all things considered.  In the short term—remember, for me a long-term lair starts millions of years ago—it’s moderately secure.  Between the Go Away and the Nothing To See Here spells, nobody wants to fool with it.  Plus the fact it’s actually abandoned most of the time goes a long way toward making it just one more uninteresting structure in small-town nowhere.  I’ve even got cosmetic alteration spells on it.  The maintenance spells keep it in good repair, but it looks as though it’s ready to collapse in a good storm. 

    I also have quite a lot of rations hidden away.  They should be good for decades.  Quite a variety, too, although lacking one entrée in particular. 

    Now, let’s see… neurons, axons, dendrites, myelin, synapses, oligodendrocytes, Schwann cells… 

      

    My timeclock ticked away almost two days—two local days—before I got a call.  My ring vibrated slightly and I transferred the call to a mirror, locking the gate open and fixing the time rates.  Phoebe looked out at me. 

    “Pop?” 

    “No, I’m an evil clone, plotting the destruction of Istanbul.” 

    “Not funny.” 

    “Maybe plotting the destruction of Budapest?” 

    “I liked Budapest!” 

    “You and I remember Budapest very differently.  What’s on your mind, Punkin?” 

    “I, uh, seem to have made a bit of a… a goof.” 

    “What sort of goof?” 

    “A pretty bad goof?” 

    “Maybe you should explain it.” 

    “Well, you know Jimmy was having a hard time learning to bat?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “I, uh… I tried to help.” 

    “I noticed.” 

    “Oh.  Yes.  Of course you did.  I mean, you saw the spells.” 

    “I did indeed.” 

    “Well, see, I started a healing process on his hands, just to make them a little better so it didn’t hurt so much to swing a bat, so he could practice more?” 

    “Nice of you.” 

    “Then I thought, you know, maybe I could do something to let his nervous system grow faster, get more nerve fibers going in his reflexes and stuff.  Make the nerves faster between his muscles and his spine, and his eyes and brain, those sorts of things.” 

    “Go on.” 

    “Well… it worked.” 

    “So I gather, since his batting was less whoosh and more whack.” 

    “I should have consulted you,” she said, all in a rush.  “I’m sorry!  I thought I could do this!  I only wanted to help!” 

    “I’m sure you did.  So, what’s the problem?” 

    “Exactly what you hinted at,” she moaned, miserably.  “He’s in the hospital with seizures.  The doctors say he’s got weird growths in his spinal cord.” 

    “No. I meant, what went wrong?” 

    “I’m not sure.  I haven’t had a chance to look him over properly.  I can’t get time alone with him.” 

    “Troublesome,” I agreed.  “All right, now talk about his physical problem.  Is it localized in the upper spine?” 

    “They only talked about his head and neck.  I’m a little afraid of what they might find if they check his arms, too.” 

    “Your spell affected his whole nervous system?” 

    “Everything between the cerebral peduncles and his fingertips, with extras for his eyes and optic nerves.” 

    I rolled my own eyes. 

    “Punkin, optic nerves aren’t like motor nerves.” 

    “I know that now,” she retorted. 

    “I imagine.  So, how are you going to fix this?” 

    “Oh, Pop!” she cried.  “I was hoping you’d fix it!” 

    “No.” 

    “But Pop!” 

    “No.” 

    “Then what do I do!?” she wailed, almost in tears. 

    “I said I won’t fix it.  But I’ll help you fix it.” 

    “You will?” 

    “I’ll help,” I emphasized.  “You dug a hole.  Now let’s see if we can keep it from being Jim’s grave.  Together.  But you’re the one with the shovel.  All I’ll do is give advice.  Okay?” 

    “I would love some advice!” 

    “I’ll be home in a minute.  What time is it there?” 

    Phoebe skipped her music lesson, but she had a good reason.

  


   
    Tuesday, June 23rd, 1959 

      

    Phoebe would have also skipped our morning routine, but I insisted.  There’s something to be said for having a routine, and I hate disrupting mine.  Even when I’m off in another world, I take the time to eat a bug, recuperate, and have my morning meditation.  It’s good for my frame of mind and that’s good for everyone. 

    We had another headspace lesson on gates—despite her request for another topic—as well as the controlled breathing, slow movements, and the careful kata of the external meditation.  The point is to be centered, not practice killing things.  Killing exercises come after we work on proper form and technique. 

    Today, we went through the movements together and Phoebe calmed down a bit.  After we settled down to breakfast, she explained what she knew about the medical problems. 

    Jim woke with irregular muscle twitches late Saturday night.  Sunday afternoon, he suffered a seizure.  Her spells were supposed to encourage nerve development, but something was going wrong.  The doctors were initially thinking either epilepsy or Isaac’s Syndrome, but after the x-rays they changed the diagnosis to cancer.  After all, there were visible growths. 

    It wasn’t yet 1960.  How would they know? 

    “I got in to visit him yesterday to see how he was doing and take off the spells,” Phoebe went on.  “I made sure his Mom had a tall drink so she would have to use the bathroom. I volunteered to stick by Jimmy’s side.  While she was out, I took a look.”  She added, “Jimmy isn’t happy with me.” 

    “I imagine not.  I take it he’s not discussing the cause?” 

    “He’s no snitch, but he’s still way frosted.  I mean, I thought he’d be grateful—or, at least, not quite so mad at me.” 

    “Sometimes it doesn’t matter what your intentions are.  People often react only to the situation, not the intent.” 

    “It’s not fair.” 

    “You keep using that word.  I do not think it means what you think it means.  Rather, you think it has more significance in the real world than it does.  But back to Jim.  What’s going on with his batting-practice spell effects?” 

    “I killed the spells.  His nerves aren’t growing out of control anymore, so he shouldn’t get any worse, right?” 

    “I wouldn’t think so.  You’ve provoked his nerves into growing, but you haven’t mutated them.  I’m not sure you can mutate them at all with the spells in question.  The techniques I taught you are pretty specific.  So, aside from the side effects, the cells shouldn’t be malignant.” 

    “So, the doctors can take out the lumps?” 

    “Not so fast.  We’re talking about lumps of nerve tissue.  The doctors here can’t go in and cut bits out.  Jim would need to be in a much more medically-advanced setting before they could risk correcting this surgically.  The locals have neither the technology nor the techniques for this sort of thing.” 

    “They plan to cut out the tumors.” 

    “And paralyze him?  Maybe kill him?” 

    “They said it was his only chance!” Phoebe insisted.  “They saw tumors, so they think they’ll grow and eventually kill him, so surgery is his only chance to live!” 

    I gave a low whistle. 

    “Wow.  That’s awful.  It’s a shame they don’t know those aren’t tumors.  Not tumors as they understand tumors, I mean.” 

    “What do we do, Pop?  Jimmy’s going to get his neck cut open and it’ll be my fault!” 

    “The first thing we do is a negative.  What is it we do not do?” 

    “Panic!  We don’t panic!” 

    “That’s correct,” I replied, as calmly as I was able.  It was a sharp contrast to her tone.  She caught it and got her voice under control. 

    “Okay,” she breathed.  “We don’t panic.  Got it.  I’m not panicking.  Not on the outside,” she added.  “Can I panic a little on the inside?” 

    “Just enough to sharpen your focus.  Now, did they schedule the surgery already?” 

    “No.  Jimmy’s Pop was still thinking about it when I left the hospital last night.” 

    “I see.  All right.  We may have enough time.” 

    “What are we going to do?” 

    “First off, you’re going to kill a lot of monkeys.” 

    “Huh?” 

    “Don’t grunt.” 

    “I mean, I beg your pardon, Pop?” 

    “Monkeys.  You didn’t test your technique before trying it out on Jim.  My advice is to try it out on monkeys, study how they go wrong, and try your experimental cures on them before you subject Jim to any more meddling.” 

    “Yes, Pop.” 

      

    I relocated to another world to set things up for Phoebe’s project.  I considered Zombie World, but there’s no sense taking chances.  I don’t know if that form of zombieism is contagious to animals.  I didn’t want to risk the possibility it might corrupt her results.  Or, for that matter, risk zombies overrunning the laboratory.  Or risk infecting Phoebe.  I don’t know the transmission vectors for it. 

    Since I already found a spot to build matter-conversion reactor prototypes, we went there.  Initially, I thought it was depopulated, so a reactor accident would only risk my life.  Turns out there are still a few people, but I’d say the planet isn’t worth much.  It worked out.  I didn’t blow up and they never knew I was there. 

    Is it weird I eat people and prefer to hang out in places there are none?  Maybe humans aren’t the only paradoxical ones.  Or it’s a leftover from me being a human. 

    This world is suffering from serious global warming.  People are few and far between and the sea level has risen markedly.  Juneau is darn hard to get to, now, and the summers there are much too warm for my taste.  Survivors of the environmental disaster and the ensuing wars to claim cooler climates live mostly above the 60th parallel.  A few still struggle through the blazing summers in the Juneau region.  The city itself is a ghost town, hard to get to, hard to live in, and partially flooded.  Low tide turns the airport into a wading pool instead of a bay, but getting through the jungle to the water can be difficult.  It reminds me of Cambodia, not Alaska. 

     I started Phoebe’s project off by collecting supplies.  Thirty monkeys later—and thirty cages, lots of water, and half a ton of monkey chow—I called Phoebe back and arranged for her to visit me.  We spent a few minutes on the roof of the local Home Depot, looking over the surroundings, before we went inside to get our primates in a row. 

    With the timeclock ticking us along, I let Phoebe experiment.  The idea was to subject monkeys to the same spells she used on Jim, examine them, and try different ways to fix whatever she found.  The details were up to her.  I was only along to help cast utility spells, set up the electrical and magical generators, and make sure any survivors of the local climate-change disaster didn’t interfere.  After my earlier trip here, I already had a solar conversion dome to provide power for my spells, so turning it back on was no big deal.  She had enough power for anything she needed to do, even after the climate-control spells took their share. 

    You bet I installed air conditioning.  I wasn’t going to bake in the tropics while experimenting with reactors.  Now it was doubly handy to have. 

    Turns out I also provided thirty clipboards, various other office supplies, a really impressive microscope, a couple of computers, and all the usual equipment for an extended camping trip.  I could have made Phoebe scrounge through the ruins, I suppose, but the point was to have her work on fixing her problem, not distract her.  Besides, even with the timeclock ticking off the seconds, we were in a bit of a rush. 

    I’m such a softie. 

    Phoebe had a lot of questions for me, most of which I refused to answer.  She caught on quickly, though.  If it was a question of how to proceed with her research, I helped.  If it was a question on why something worked, it was up to her. 

    Her first mistake was hitting every single monkey with her ramped-up nerve-growing spells.  Very shortly, they all started seizing!  She only got to examine a dozen live ones in any detail before the rest expired.  This did not bode well for Jim. 

    I fetched more monkeys for her and cycled them through a secondary time differential effect to accelerate them to a useful stage.  We had monkeys developing symptoms one after the other, not all at the same time.  At her request, I also fetched reference books on neuroanatomy.  Coincidentally, I had several lying around.  It’s like I’ve also been studying the subject.  Weird. 

    She also had moments when she knew what she wanted her spells to do, but didn’t quite know how to do it.  She could have struggled along with the brute-force technique, but I chose to give her extra lessons in spell design, instead.  Not spells to do what she wanted, but the tools to develop her own.  Maybe a few hints. 

    Phoebe made good progress, I must admit.  Once she calmed down from her initial panic at being director of the Save Jim’s Life Research Foundation—clock’s ticking!  Get on it!—she settled into a methodical, deliberate pattern.  True, monkeys died every day, but she learned from them.  Even the ones she tried to fix taught her something about what she did wrong. 

    No, you don’t carve off bits of nerve tissue.  It’s bad for the patient.  It was an important lesson.  The surgeons in Shasta wouldn’t do it if they didn’t think it was the lesser of two evils.  Phoebe, on the other hand, learned how awful the lesser of the two evils might be.  Death was certainly a possibility, but paralysis, palsy, and a variety of related issues in varying degree were also on the table—and side effects were unavoidable with the techniques available. 

    I was entirely pleased how her results paralleled my own.  I already did a few experiments in Zombie World and it’s good to see the results independently replicated. 

    Phoebe considered kidnapping Jim and taking him to a much higher-technology world.  There are Earth timelines where the technology is sufficiently advanced to take Jim’s spine out and simply replace it!  Of course, in such a high-tech environment, they would rapidly conclude such drastic measures were not necessary.  A little laser zap here and there, for example, or nanobots in his cerebrospinal fluid would deal with the extraneous nerve tissue and Jim would be an outpatient. 

    While it would work, it was also beyond Phoebe’s capabilities.  I would have to find such a world, set up the gates, and do the kidnapping.  Nope. So, since she couldn’t draw on extra-universal technology, she focused on her own medical and magical research. 

    While I played the role of butler and general logistician—someone has to do the cooking, after all—keeping her laboratory unmolested also part of my job.  It wasn’t a hard job.  There were survivors living somewhere, obviously.  The Home Depot had already been looted of hand tools and materials, but we had quite a few appliances still in stock.  If someone had left a portable generator, it would have helped.  They even swiped the one I brought with me last time, so I had to fetch a new one. 

    As for the people, it took them a week to notice we were there.  Their little fishing boats don’t usually come up into the parking-lot shallows at the store.  Things lurk in the tall grass and reeds.  The weather is also unpredictable and usually awful.  The climate change has done weird things to weather patterns.  People only go out on the ocean when the weather is ideal, which isn’t often.  The waves are usually choppy and the winds more than a little shifty.  Calm-ish days are rare. 

    When they did notice, they didn’t come to bother us.  A few curious sorts beached their little canoe-like boats on a piece of parking lot and crept up to see what was what, but Bronze, wearing her horse, trotted out to greet them.  They decided to have nothing at all to do with anything horse-shaped and breathing fire. 

    She wasn’t actually breathing fire.  It was only streamers of smoke from her ears.  It’s not like she was trying or anything. 

    Since then, people have sailed within sight of us only to turn around and sail right back out.  Nobody’s tried to come anywhere near.  More important things to do, I gather.  They seem skittish to me.  I wonder why. 

    In Shasta, my timeclock clicked, an alarm sounded, and it went back to ticking. 

    “Punkin?” 

    Phoebe looked up from her spell-enhanced microscope.  She did the spell on it herself, and I’m proud of her.  It’s not a simple magnification spell, although it does do that.  It gives her a false-color image of some sort.  I think she was trying to duplicate my VampVision™, but she’s fine-tuned it for other things.  It has a spectrum-shifter to change the color of light—infrared, ultraviolet, x-ray, and the usual colors—and it also takes the place of various sorts of chemical stains.  All of this hastens the examination process enormously. 

    “What is it, Pop?” she asked, pushing back loose strands of hair. 

    “It’s been a day.” 

    “For Jim?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Already?” 

    “Yep.  How’s your research coming along?  Ready to try it on Jim?” 

    “No.  There’s a lot more I want to do.” 

    “Ah.  Now we come to an even more difficult lesson.” 

    “Uh-oh.” 

    “Uh-oh is right,” I agreed.  “Sometimes, you don’t have time.  You have to do the best you can with what you’ve got.  And, like the surgeons back there, you have a choice.  Do your best to fix him, and do it now, or let them cut him open.  You know the consequences of their treatment.  What’s going to happen with yours?” 

    “Pop, I don’t know.  I can’t see what happens clearly enough.  I can give the spells instructions, but I don’t know if I have enough of the right instructions for them to fix him.  Making sure he’s fixed will take a lot more time.” 

    “Can you help him?” 

    “I’m sure I can help,” she agreed.  “Given a couple of weeks on my own, working on him, I can probably have him right as rain.  They won’t let me have him for a couple of weeks.  And if I can’t fix him completely in one shot, they’re going to cut him open anyway, so I don’t know if I can help enough.” 

    “Why not?” 

    “I don’t know enough!” 

    “Well, then, do what you know to do.  Do that first.” 

    “Then what?” 

    “You know the end result you want, yes?” 

    “Yes,” she stated, positively. 

    “Then get as close as you know how to get.  After that, push.  I’ll get you a couple of heavy crystals and you can focus all their power.” 

    “I… I don’t… I’m not sure I’m ready to do a spell of directed will.  I know how, but I’ve never actually done one.” 

    “So be careful.” 

    “What if I mess it up?” 

    “You’ll probably kill Jim, maybe yourself, and do unpredictable things to most of the hospital.  But you already knew the answer.” 

    “Will you…?” 

    “I won’t do it for you, but I’ll do my best to assist you.  You’ll do the spell, but I’ll try to shield you if you make a mistake.” 

    “Spells of intent make me nervous.” 

    “It’s unpredictable magic,” I acknowledged.  “You have to focus only on what you want to happen, not what you’re afraid will happen—or anything else, for that matter.  You have to put aside your fear and focus only on your hope.  And, right now, regardless of whether or not Jim blames you for his condition, you’re it.  Help him, Phoebe Kent.  You’re his only hope.” 

    “I never thought of it like that,” she mused. 

    “Now you can.  Think about it while you get your things together.  We’re going to pay a midnight visit on Jim.”

  


   
    Wednesday, June 24th, 1959 

      

    We entered the hospital on Wednesday night.  I wore a three-piece black suit. Phoebe wore a similarly somber ensemble, although hers was more mundane.  Phoebe carried the power crystals in her handbag.  I carried a backpack under my sport coat—nobody would notice it there since it wasn’t technically in this universe.  I also handled the sneaking spells.  We remained nondescript to the point of being unobserved. 

    We hit a bit of a snag in Jim’s room.  While Jim was on drugs and unlikely to wake, his mother was merely asleep in a chair beside his bed.  Phoebe looked panicky but I touched a finger to my lips.  A few minutes later, Mrs. Abbott was even more thoroughly asleep and unlikely to wake for a little spellcasting, several hours, or Armageddon.  We pushed chairs together and laid her down, well out of the way. 

    Phoebe started her spells—the prepared ones—and let them get started on fixing what she was confident she could fix.  With those engaged and running, she started preparations for the bigger, brute-force spell.  She started by dragging the bed away from the wall so she could draw a rectangle on the floor around it.  A circle is usually ideal, but the geometry of the room forced her to adapt.  She laid out several of the things she packed in my backpack, from candles to grease pencils, including bits of telephone cord, snakeskin, and a live spider in a jar. 

    I didn’t ask.  I was only present as security and maybe a consultant.  And safety net.  What she was doing was dangerous, potentially even deadly, but she had to experience this first-hand.  She’s participated in similar spells as part of her training, so she knew what she was doing, but the danger was still there. 

    If I remember right, the last time I did this on a major scale, I rewrote an infant’s genetic code all in one big go, eliminating a mouthful of mutant teeth.  Or have I done this since?  I’m not looking it up in my headspace.  It doesn’t matter.  I do still wonder, now and again, if I got the kid completely right.  I hope so.  Jim’s troubles were more specific and should be easier to fix. 

    If it went seriously, catastrophically wrong, nothing I could do would save her, Jim, or most of the hospital.  But I have faith in Phoebe.  It might go wrong, but she wouldn’t screw it up completely.  I could mitigate lesser disasters. 

    The candles, as it happens, were a new thing.  They were some of my pre-prepared, high-energy candles.  They were about the same diameter as a votive candle—maybe an inch and a quarter or thereabouts.  They were quite tall, nearly eight inches, and had non-Euclidian carving spiraling around their waxen sides.  I’m rather proud of them. 

    Phoebe accidentally suggested it when she was, oh, about ten, I think.  We were going over my spellwork on a new generator in the basement, lecturing on the principles.  She knew the basics of an energy-conversion spell already, but we had a laboratory session on how it related to the house.  Her very first thought? 

    “So, that’s why there are candles around a power diagram?  To make heat to turn into magic?” 

    My first thought was more along the lines of “sonofabitch!”  Maybe low-magic worlds have something like it worked into the power diagrams.  It may not be a great conversion, granted, but ask a chemist how much energy is packed into a candle.  They hold a surprising amount.  A candle this size holds close to nine megajoules.  It’s about the same as nine hand grenades, but a lot slower. 

    Therefore, my candles—my heavy working candles—are already mildly magical, holding a slight charge.  The candle holders, on the other hand, are enchanted with a nested series of conversion spells to get everything they possibly can from the burning.  They also have some air-movement functions for more efficient burning. 

    Phoebe might need the extra oomph. 

    While she got on with her preparations, I consulted Jim’s chart.  The IV in his arm was mostly saline, but it included phenytoin to help control seizures.  Not a bad choice, I guess, for the time and place.  I’m not sure the full-body restraints were called for, though.  The monkeys tended more toward violent trembling than convulsions. 

    I sat in a chair by the door and watched.  Phoebe did good work, drawing her diagrams and symbols with a neat hand.  Her room may be a mess, but her handwriting is lovely.  She took extra care, too.  Her life and Jim’s might depend on the neatness of her spell-work.  With other spells, a goof usually results in wasted power and a failed spell.  With a spell of intent, it can go… awry.  Wrong.  Weird. 

    She set the candles in their circles and placed the “messy bits” in theirs.  Snakeskin for the striking snake, the spider for the coordination, and a hummingbird feather for the speed.  The telephone cord she strung from component to component, symbolic of how things must all communicate with each other.  Not bad.  My initial thought was fiber optic cable, but on reflection, telephone wire is electrical, like nerves, so it was probably the right choice.  I’m quite proud of her for asking for a special, high-tech paint, too.  It’s a paint-on conductive substance, not regular paint, which further symbolized electrical connections.  Phoebe was careful and thorough with her spell diagrams. 

    She wasn’t doing it to make her old man proud.  But he was. 

    She drew her diagrams in black.  White is for containing things you don’t want getting away.  Black is for drawing in power and concentrating it for an active spell.  There are other, finer variations in which specific colors are advisable, but black and white are usually all you need.  Well, generally all I need, but I’m hardly a role model. 

    While she worked, I traced my tendrils delicately through Jim’s nervous system, examining it more closely.  I can’t expect Phoebe to duplicate tendrils, so I might as well use them.  The drugs suppressed a lot of the nerve activity, but it wasn’t too hard to see which bits were connected in a line and which ones were lumps added on.  Phoebe’s new spells were doing a fine job of finding existing nerve paths and tagging them.  Nerve pathways that didn’t go anywhere were the problem.  That’s a simplification, but it gets the idea across.  Those nerve clusters, still attached to functioning communication lines, occasionally registered a signal, amplified it, passed it around among themselves, and started a feedback loop in the working nervous system. 

    Phoebe’s big concern was, clearly, keeping working lines of communication intact.  No paralysis, no sudden heart stoppage, none of that stuff.  From what I could see, she was doing a fine job of it.  We would have preferred to have a conscious subject actively using his voluntary systems for check, but, since he was unconscious, she erred on the side of caution. 

    On a less occult note, I did remind her about the candles.  She looked puzzled until I mentioned they would use oxygen at a high rate.  Then the light dawned and she added extra symbols to the candle-points in the diagram to concentrate oxygen around them. 

    I opened the windows and set up air-movement spells for the room and the inevitable smoke.  Well, she was focused on the magical portion of her work, not on the byproducts of combustion.  This is what we assistants are for. 

    She completed her major preparations and placed the two power crystals.  The diagram was already live.  It surged, flickering with errant currents of color along the black lines.  They washed around the circle like a lighting effect, glowing from within the lines themselves, and eventually steadied down to a pale nimbus around each bit of drawing.  The candles blazed brighter for a moment, then glowed a bloody red—an appropriate color for a spell dedicated to healing a physical ailment. 

    Phoebe moved to the conjurer’s circle at the foot of the bed.  I stayed out of the way and kept the room shielded.  We didn’t need anyone hearing the chant.  Nor, for that matter, to have anyone with any latent magical sensitivity get a weird feeling about the room.  I kept the room secure while Phoebe chanted a short, rhythmic phrase, focusing her attention and intent on a sizable charge of undifferentiated magic.  The whole elaborate setup was there specifically for this purpose: to “wish real hard” and back it with power.  Intention combined with force. 

    Ideally, all spells are intention, method, and force.  For spells of intent like this, two out of three ain’t bad.  It requires doubling down on the other two. 

    Someday, probably soon, she’s going to sit in an Ascension Sphere.  At the moment, she handled a devastatingly large amount of energy for most mortals.  She’s worked with magic most of her life, so she’s got a higher tolerance and capacity than average.  She was fully up to this challenge. 

    I watched closely, observing the effect.  She was focused, almost in a trance, stripping away every extraneous thought while the power cycled through her and through the diagram.  Every repetition of her chant honed it, refined it, laid the pattern of her will upon it. 

    I didn’t interfere in any way.  All I did was watch and wait, ready to intervene if anything started to unravel.  She kept at it, building the power and cranking it around, refining the goal more and more.  From a force standpoint, it was like pulling a rope through a block and tackle, hauling a massive weight higher and higher, until it was time to pull the pin and release it, sending it crashing down.  It was quite impressive. 

    Sadly, my readiness to intervene was limited strictly to where I focused my attention.  If something had started to come apart in her spell, I would have been on it like lightning on a lightning rod.  I wasn’t paying attention to other issues. 

    The sound-dampening spell works in both directions, so the crisp, white-garbed nurse had no more clue than I did.  As far as she and the rest of the hospital were concerned, it was a quiet night.  There was nothing out of the ordinary in any way, and her routine check on the patient in Room 316 should have been nothing more than a walk in, a quick look at his various fluid levels, maybe a check mark on the chart at the foot of the bed, and done.  She didn’t expect to walk in on a delicate, high-voltage arcane operation. 

    In retrospect, I should probably have sealed the door.  It didn’t actually have a lock, but I could have spot-welded it to the frame, or shoved my chair against it, or something.  Ah, hindsight. 

    She pushed it open and stood in the doorway, gaping at the tableau for a moment.  Then she started a demand.  It began with “What do” and got no further. 

    Phoebe was never, at any point, comfortable with casting such a high-powered spell.  She knows the inherent risk for drastic and potentially irreversible consequences.  She’s read all the fairy tales and fables about wishing for things.  For most people, they’re moral lessons.  For wizards, they’re safety briefings.  So she was nervous about anything going wrong.  I think this is a good thing.  Scared means focused, as long as you’re not too scared to do it.  Taking a high-power operation like this for granted, doing it casually, means you’re not giving it the respect it damn well deserves. 

    Phoebe, almost entirely focused on her spell, barely registered the nurse.  Phoebe spared one gesture, a minor flick of the fingers in her direction, and was instantly back to utter and total concentration on her spell. 

    At her gesture, a flicker in the air passed from Phoebe to the target—I mean, “the nurse”—and the nurse went away.  Suddenly.  Violently.  It put me in mind of the time a lady wizard blasted me through a garage wall, into an electric car, and out onto the front lawn.  The nurse didn’t take it nearly as well as I did, and I was, among other things, dead at the time.  She launched backward, across the hall, through the wall, turned into meat bag of chunky paste on the way, and shotgunned through the window on the other side of the room. 

    Messy, but far enough away it wasn’t going to crawl back to me. 

    Three people in the hall were in positions to observe.  Two of the staff looked shocked and headed toward us to investigate the noise.  At the door to the freshly-ventilated room, a patient was remonstrating with another nurse about something.  He simply stared at me and past me.  His nurse started to turn and I closed our door. 

    This time, I passed a hand over it, speaking quietly so as not to distract Phoebe.  There wasn’t anything to be done for what was left of the nurse, not without a scraper and a sponge. At least Phoebe could still finish her work on Jim. 

    I scratched on the four corners of the door with my fingernails, drawing small ideograms.  Now, no one would enter for at least ten minutes and Phoebe would be done in no more than five.  Let them pound on the door.  Let them try the knob.  Let them send for security.  They’d have to take the doorframe out of the wall to get in. 

    And none too soon.  Phoebe was having trouble with her spell. 

    A spell of intent is built on the foundation of a clear and precise desire.  Phoebe accidentally injected a stray thought when the nurse came in.  As her assistant, Phoebe should have let me handle it.  Instead, her spell now had two things—Go Away and the original Get Better. 

    True, she damped down the Go Away part almost immediately, but the imbalance in her spell’s energy made it… wobble?  Wobble.  It wobbled like an unbalanced tire.  This caused her to worry about the wobble and try to correct it, further drawing her focus from the original intent of Get Better by adding more and more Stop Wobbling.  Which, naturally, threw it even more out of balance, increased her concern, and fed back on itself to make things worse. 

    I shot her a thought.  It was an instantaneous thing, not a long statement, but it basically meant she should focus on the Get Better and leave the rest to me. 

    If Phoebe hadn’t had utter faith in her Pop, it wouldn’t have worked.  She stopped worrying about the imbalances in her spell, the possible disaster, and the overwhelming quantity of energy cycling around inside her diagram.  She ignored it and went back to what she was supposed to be doing:  Fixing Jim. 

    As for my part, I shifted quickly into a much higher gear.  I couldn’t insert myself into her spell-working without acting as a grounding channel for it.  I didn’t have a part in her diagram, so I wasn’t part of the circuit.  Since I don’t enjoy being flash-fried by magical lightning, I didn’t even try to touch it.  What I could do was inject surges of energy.  If this was a spinning wheel, wobbling madly because it was out of balance, I couldn’t grab it and adjust it—but I could hit it at certain key points in the wobble, damp them out, minimize them.  It wouldn’t balance the spin, but it would keep it from vibrating itself apart while Phoebe focused on finishing. 

    It’s a good thing I have a spare power crystal on me.  At home, it’s not a big deal.  Out in a low-magic Earth?  I like having a battery.  I expended it in the three sharp bursts of magical force.  The spell’s wobble flattened out and I hoped it was enough. 

    Phoebe’s eyes were half-closed as she focused on Jim.  The power levels were lowered a bit by the unexpected discharge, true, but they still looked good to me.  My improvised input seemed to be taking on the pattern of the spell as the wobble continued to diminish.  If nothing else went wrong… 

    Phoebe settled into her rhythm again, felt the smoothness of her spell’s form, and decided it was as good as she was going to get.  She completed her spell, raising both hands sharply upward, and the candles, already burning like blowtorches, flared into pillars of crimson flame.  They roared up almost to the ceiling, shedding bloody light, dumping their energy into the diagram.  Power flowed up like a fountain.  The greater circle—rectangle—shimmered with it, filled completely with the pattern of her desire, before it shrank, took on human outline, and merged with Jim’s body.  He coruscated and shone with multicolored light for several seconds, as though his skin was made of swirling oil and glitter.  It settled into him and changed him. 

    Phoebe’s spell finished, all the energies of the diagram discharged.  She staggered backward out of the conjurer’s circle to bump into the wall and slide slowly down to sit on the floor.  She looked fine to my eyes, so I did a quick check on Jim.  I saw nothing untoward in his nervous system.  All the nodules and growth areas I’d noted were now smooth and clean.  His heart beat normally and his breathing continued, so his autonomic system couldn’t be too badly compromised. 

    Pity I didn’t have time to give him a full examination.  I couldn’t tell with my preliminary once-over if he was cured or not, but everything I could see was better than before.  I was prepared to call it a win.  Any positive gain for the patient can’t be considered a failure.  Besides, Phoebe’s more usual healing spells would backstop the major spell’s work, encouraging Jim to be in the best possible condition. 

    I crouched beside Phoebe.  She sat on the floor and leaned back against the wall.  Her face was sheened in sweat and her eyes closed.  She breathed slowly, deliberately. 

    “How are you feeling, Punkin?” 

    “Tired,” she answered on an exhale. 

    “I imagine so.  Good work, though.  It went off almost without a hitch, and Jim looks good.” 

    “Will he be all right?” she asked, still breathing deeply. 

    “No way to tell just now.  And no time to check.”  I gathered up the two crystals and the candle-holders, tucking them in her handbag.  The rest of the paraphernalia and suchlike I swept away with a fold of my cloak.  It didn’t get the paint, but it got everything else.  Close enough.  “Come on.  We’re leaving by the express route.” 

    “Am I riding piggy-back under your cloak?” 

    “Yes, but not far.” 

    I considered, briefly, turning the bathroom door into a temporary gate to home.  I probably had time—nobody was hammering on the room door, and the length of time it would take to get through wouldn’t start until the pounding did.  Rather than time shortages, I had power shortages. 

    Instead of failing to cast a gate spell, I used what I had on hand to set a spell to obliterate the magical diagrams and symbols.  It was quicker than a gate and less expensive.  Besides, I had a backup plan for getting out without answering a lot of official questions. 

    I handed Phoebe up.  She leaned heavily on me for a moment before her knees gave out.  I knelt and helped her onto my back.  My coat and slacks folded over her and shrank again.  The only signs of her were the arms around my neck.  I held on to her arms and slithered out the window.  All the activity from the more public aspects of the incident was taking place on the other side of the wing, so it was simple enough to spider my way down from window to window to ground. 

    Bronze pulled around to pick us up and take us home.  I carried Phoebe up the stairs, and put her to bed.  I would have told her how proud I was of her, but she went right to sleep.  She really was worn out by her exertions.  No doubt we would have self-recriminations later about the nurse, but otherwise it all went rather well. 

    While Phoebe and Gus slept upstairs, I did a quick look-in on the hospital.  Jim was wheeled to a new room.  I didn’t see his mother, but I presume she was being examined.  The room wasn’t in too bad a shape, but there were soot marks on the ceiling and a smear of dried paint all over the floor thanks to my Foil Forensics spell. 

    Across the hall, the complaining patient was elsewhere and police were all over the damaged room.  I didn’t see anything they could glean from the mess.  Good enough. 

    I shut down my scrying mirror and wondered what to do for the rest of the evening.  A little work took care of minor details around the house.  Firebrand reported nothing unusual and I detected no one spying from the woods.  All quiet on the home front. 

    Finally, I decided to check on the progress of my voidstation.  I shifted over and wandered through the structure, eyeballing it directly.  It was growing quickly and according to the new layout instructions.  This was fine and dandy, but as I stood in the round conjuring room and regarded the angel containment circle, something about it bothered me. 

    In principle, the thing is a fairly standard circle, but the structure is unusual.  It’s heavily upgraded with osmium and orichalcum and set in steel, but, fundamentally, it uses the same principles as any other containment diagram.  After watching Phoebe work with a rectangle, there was something about it.  In principle, the circle defines a sphere of force inside which… 

    Hold on. 

    A circle doesn’t define a sphere.  Oh, an arcane circle is usually a sphere or a distorted sphere, sometimes a cylinder, as defined by the exact nature of the spell, but the spell is stretched to accommodate the type of containment shape the spellcaster wants.  The circle itself defines not a sphere but a circle—a two-dimensional shape. 

    I think I’m missing a bet. 

      

    

  


   
    Thursday, June 25th, 1959 

      

    Last night I had an inspiration.  Normal people have a circle on the floor for their conjuring— 

    I just realized what I said.  Normal people?  My view of the multiverse is more skewed than I realized. 

    Typical wizards will have a circle on the floor for their conjuring.  Clever ones might use a pair of circles, on the floor and ceiling, as a matched set for more difficult containment problems.  This forms a cylinder.  While a cylinder is not an ideal shape—it’s not as inherently strong as a sphere—the force behind it is much greater.  The two circles reinforce each other directly, forcing anything contained within to break them both at the same time, not one by one. 

    How about three circles, all centered on the same point?  Not three circles on the floor, but three on three spatial axes?  We have a circle on the floor.  Now draw a circle vertically, so the upper half is an arch over the interior.  Now draw another one, crossing the new one, to form two intersecting arches above and below.  Now remove the floor inside the circle. 

    That’s what I now have in my conjuring room.  A containment sphere. 

    The original circle was as powerful as I could make it.  I could have added more circles outside it, but those would be wired in series.  Breaking out would be like kicking through three walls, one after the other.  The other walls don’t have anything to do until you finish kicking through the one in front.  The triple-axis containment sphere, on the other hand, has three independent circles all protecting each other.  To break one, you have to break all three—the force required is multiplied by the others. 

    This pleases me.  When building an angel trap, there is no kill like overkill. 

    Sadly, maximum overkill will take time.  At least my micro-gate timeclock ticked slower on Earth.  This allowed me to get all the physical components in place and enchanted before sunrise.  Now I can run power through the enchanted circles and exercise them.  It’ll go faster with personal attention, but eventually they’ll be too strong for me to reinforce. 

    I still want to have a Word with whoever set up the magical anti-entropy rules.  I’ll use them, but something about them rubs me the wrong way. 

      

    Phoebe slept in this morning.  I can’t say I blame her, although not all “wish” spells require a lot of energy.  I wouldn’t have thought something as relatively minor as Jim’s problem—from the standpoint of physical effort—would take much.  But Phoebe wanted to fix him, and fix him thoroughly, before anyone took a crack at opening his spine.  Immediacy often requires power, and lots of it. 

    The major issue, of course, was knowledge.  If you only know what you want and not how to do it, the power requirements go up.  She fixed what she knew how to fix, but wanted to make sure everything she didn’t know about was accounted for. 

    When she finally plodded down from her room, she was in her bathrobe and slippers.  Her hair was a loose mess and she looked tired.  I didn’t say anything, but I did push bread down in the toaster and crack eggs into a pan.  She slumped onto a stool at the kitchen’s breakfast counter and I poured her a glass of orange juice.  She drank it while I laid out the butter and jam in the nick of time for toast.  Strawberries and blueberries, along with cream, mysteriously appeared.  I added a dollop of honey to a mug of coffee. 

    I cooked, she ate, and Gus sat quietly, waiting expectantly.  Phoebe gave him the last corner of her toast.  By then I had eggs ready for her and bacon frying.  Sausages sizzled and more toast popped up.  Cornflakes à la banane tranchée also found their way in front of her. 

    Gus was content with Phoebe’s offering of buttered toast and came over to sit by the stove, eyeing the frying pan and me.  Yes, I spoil him with human-food treats that are bad for him.  I’ll feel guilty about it when he’s dying of bad cholesterol.  Until then, I’ll keep adjusting his cholesterol and auto-scrubbing his arteries. 

    Phoebe ate with good appetite and slowly started to sit up straight.  She put me in mind of a wilted flower getting water and sunshine.  By the time we finished breakfast—second breakfast for me; I ate straight from the pan, with a tidbit here and there for Gus—she looked alive again. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yes, Phoebe?”  I flicked half a sausage link over my shoulder.  It never stood a chance of reaching the floor.  Gus is a big dog, but he’s faster than you’d think. 

    “Will Jimmy be okay?” 

    “You did a good job on your preparatory spells,” I told her, “and you did an exceptional job on your wishing spell.  I’m proud of you.  At a guess, I’d say he’ll be fine if no one does anything foolish to him.” 

    She winced. 

    “I’m sorry, Pop.” 

    “Don’t apologize to me,” I corrected.  “Jim might deserve one, though.  However, I was referring to the surgeons.  They do a thorough set of x-rays shortly before surgery to plan their work.  They’ll have head-scratching to do.  If they don’t insist on cutting open his spine to eyeball it, he ought to be fine. 

    “Yes, sir.” 

    “On a lighter note, fellow wizard, you just graduated.” 

    “I—wait, what?” 

    “You graduated.  You demonstrated a clear understanding of principles, a proficiency with execution, and both the focus and the will necessary to cast the most unpredictable and dangerous of spells.  It’s true you don’t know everything, but you have sufficient skill and understanding to qualify.  Yer a wizard, Phoebe.” 

    “I am?” 

    “Did you or did you not cast a spell that could have turned the hospital into hostile pasta and Jim into talking shoes?  Instead, you made it do what you wanted.” 

    “But… but there was a nurse, wasn’t there?  And you had to help, didn’t you?” 

    “Oh, her.  Yes.  And before you start,” I added, pointing a finger at her to forestall whatever she was about to say, “you were in the middle of a high-voltage operation and I was the one on security detail.  I goofed.  She should never have been able to open the door.  It was my mistake, not yours. 

    “You, on the other hand,” I went on, “noticed the interruption and had a momentary flash of No!  Given the amount of juice running through you and your spell, I’m surprised she didn’t collapse into a pile of panicked pickles on the spot.  You controlled it better than most wizards I know could have managed.  Make no mistake: interrupting a wizard in the middle of such a spell is almost always lethal—definitely for the interrupter and often for the wizard. 

    “Yet, despite the distraction, you didn’t lose control of the spell and turn everyone within a hundred feet into vorpal socks and Jabberwocks.  You kept control long enough for me to help with the course correction, and that was vital.  Then, once you had it lined up properly, you completed the spell.  It was a masterful performance.  Or, more properly, it was a masterpiece.  So you are no longer an apprentice, nor a journeyman.  You are a full-on wizard, and a thumpin’ good ’un.” 

    “What about the nurse?” she persisted. 

    “I said it was my fault.  I thought a silence spell and a magical cloaking field would keep us undisturbed.  I didn’t seal the door like I should have.  If we have to do something like this again, we’ll both go over our security—and safety!—precautions.  You were in the middle of a massive working and I failed to keep people from bothering you.  You responded reflexively.  You didn’t mean to do it.” 

    “I still feel bad about it.” 

    “And that’s fine,” I agreed, “as long as you allow me to accept the blame for it.  You did your job.  I didn’t do mine.  Okay?” 

    “Okay,” she agreed, reluctantly.  Logical arguments don’t make for good emotional rationale. 

    “However,” I allowed, “I’ll find out who the nurse was and make sure her life insurance pays off big.” 

    “Pop?” 

    “She didn’t deserve what happened.  She was doing her job and wasn’t drawing hazard pay.  To help make you feel better, I’ll see if she had any family.  They’ll get a huge settlement.  No amount of money can replace her, whoever she was, but it can make sure they aren’t distracted by money problems.  It’s not a cure, but it will help.  How’s that sound?” 

    “It does make me feel better, Pop.  At least a little.” 

    “It’s what we can do.  The obituary will give me what I need to find them.  A Swiss banker will have a conversation with law firm in Rome, they’ll talk to Lloyd’s of London, and a trust fund will get funneled through the insurance company and into their hands.  They’ll be well-off.  Nothing can truly make up for her loss, but resurrecting the dead is highly circumstantial.  This is the best I can do.” 

    “Okay.”  She finished her coffee and sighed.  “So, what does it mean to be a full-fledged wizard?” 

    “It means you’ve got a degree in magic.” 

    “I’m a college graduate?” 

    “Sort of.  In this type of civilization, you have a degree, but it’s hardly an official one, given the nature of your studies.  You’re a bachelor of the Art, you might say.  Or it might be regarded as a certification from a trade school. 

    “Elsewhere,” I went on, “in a guild system, say… you’re now allowed to take commissions and work for whoever will hire you.  Unlike when you started on Jim without asking the master wizard you studied under.” 

    “Oh,” she replied, in a small voice.  “But, Pop… I still don’t know how to do what I was trying to do with Jim.” 

    “Are you sure?  After all your research work?” 

    Phoebe started to say something and checked herself.  She frowned.  I dropped a piece of bacon into the jaws of death.  His teeth have also been improved a trifle. 

    “If I start with a basic healing spell—” she began, but I cut her off. 

    “You see what I’m driving at.” 

    “That I know more than I think?” 

    “That you have a pattern to follow when you’re about to do something new.  Research it, test it, revise it, repeat—then try it for real.” 

    “Hmm.” 

    “And on the subject of being a master wizard, do you feel you’ll take commissions when you don’t know how to fulfill them?  Or was that one of the major lessons you learned in order to graduate?” 

    “Oh,” she repeated.  Her face reddened.  Her tan wouldn’t let her turn pink.  She always had olive skin and summers tended to tan her quickly. 

    “While you’re no longer my apprentice, you still have a lot to learn.  You have your degree, but you have relatively little practical experience.  It’s a good thing for you to try and solve problems yourself, but, fortunately for you and your clients, I suspect you know someone you can ask for a consultation.” 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yes, Phoebe?” 

    She frowned. 

    “Why are you calling me by my name?  You usually call me ‘Punkin’ when we’re alone.” 

    “Because Phoebe Kent is the name of a woman.  ‘Punkin’ is a little girl.  While you may always be my little girl, I have to acknowledge my little girl is growing up.  Today, you’re a big step closer to being an adult, and it’s only proper I show you a greater measure of respect therefore.” 

    “What if I’m not ready to be an adult?” 

    “Nobody ever is.  I’ve been at it for a ridiculously long time and I still don’t qualify for an adulting license.  I’m surprised they haven’t revoked my learner’s permit.” 

    Phoebe came around the counter and hugged me.  I put my arms around her and held her. 

    “I love you, Pop.” 

    “I love you, too, Punkin.” 

    “Even when I goof?” 

    “Even when you goof.” 

      

    I’ll say this.  She’s resilient. 

    Once Phoebe was back in her groove and doing whatever teenagers do—possibly with a bit more seriousness to her demeanor, having been recently promoted—I popped over to Swisher to talk to the realtor. 

    I pointed out the flooding potential of the area.  The realtor immediately slashed the price.  I asked about mold inside the walls and the price mysteriously dropped again.  And how well do the drains in this place run?  What’s the condition of the foundation?  The asking price was merely the opening bid in a bargaining session.  What they asked for and what they would take were two very different things. 

    I think they had trouble selling the place.  I still plan to buy it, but I have resources others do not.  For one thing, the land in a circle around the house, all the way to the riverbank, will gradually start to rise.  The low hill will have the house at the top and be almost a mile across, almost entirely covered in trees.  Who is going to notice the contour of the land?  It’s not like anyone can get a good look at it.  I’ll also grow a basement, eventually, but with a sharp eye on the waterproofing. 

    

  


   
    Friday, June 26th, 1959 

      

    A little before lunch, Phoebe went to visit Jim in the hospital, complete with flowers and get-well card.  While she was off on the sympathy call, I spent my time fetching power crystals from various worlds and trading them for empty ones.  From an energy standpoint, it’s profitable if I transfer enough crystals, or big crystals.  I don’t keep them in boxes, but I do have racks.  Most of the racks have orichalcum inlay to connect the crystals, so they all charge evenly, like one big crystal.  I shift the whole rack, switching a discharged rack for a fresh one.  Then I can take the individual crystals and use them for different projects. 

    My voidstation doesn’t have a sun.  A pair of basketball-sized matter-conversion reactors, but no sun.  Therefore, if I leave from a daytime world, I’m instantly D.O.A.  Or U.O.A.?—Undead On Arrival.  It’s inconvenient, but tolerable.  I just make trips to it at night.  If I have to make a day trip, it’s not so bad, but if I want to come back on the same day, I have to fool around with going to a place where it’s slightly before sunrise and wait until it finishes.  Then I can come home from there. 

    Technically, I can come straight back.  I can reliably survive it.  I can survive being impaled through the guts, too, and, with both surgical attention and a healing spell, enjoy it just as much.  After a couple of hours of recuperation, I can even get things accomplished—minor things.  Sign papers?  Check.  Build a batting cage?  No, thanks. 

    Right now, I have charged crystal racks are in the basement.  I’ll take them over tonight and see about reinforcing the power matrix on the new circles.  I could have used the station’s permanent installations of crystals, but those are backup power for the firmament.  They’re there for a reason and it’s a damned good reason, so I’m not touching them. 

    Of course, if something goes wrong with a pair of matter-conversion reactors, I’m not sure I’ll need to power the firmament.  I’m not sure what can go wrong and still leave something of the station.  But if it comes to that, I have three emergency options.  First, I can shut down the matter-conversion spells and hope that solves the problem.  Second, I can trigger a shift-booth-type gate built into the reactor housings and make them vanish into a universe… 

    I did consider a simpler, easier shift-booth enchantment to dump a reactor’s interior into the Void, but I reconsidered.  If I have problems, replacing a reactor with the raw stuff of chaos isn’t likely to improve matters.  Hence the brute-force shift is now aimed into a universe, out in the middle of intergalactic nowhere. 

    …Or, third, as a last resort, I can physically eject them, shooting them out beyond the firmament and into the Void.  They have little firmament spells of their own, each with a crystal good for at least ten or fifteen minutes.  I don’t know what happens to an unprotected matter-conversion reactor in the Void and I hope I never find out. 

    I have plenty of other things to occupy my time.  There are monkeys to mutilate, for example.  Gus may have my new wound-closure spell—hands free!—in his collar, but it’s not well-tested.  I’m certainly not testing it on Gus.  Lab animals?  Sure.  I have no problem with animal testing.  I’m heartless like that. 

    I did most of my monkeying around in the voidstation, inflicting different types of wounds and automating the physical closure process.  The welding and the healing processes are pretty well understood, but programming a spell to close a wound—any possible type of wound—is tricky, to say the least. 

    Punctures have to be closed in all directions and the welding has to start inside, working out, sealing tissues, connecting blood vessels, and ejecting foreign material.  But what if it’s a complete penetration?  You can’t just say “start from the point farthest from the skin” and leave it at that.  Although with a dual-action version, it could start in the middle and work outward… yes, I think that will do… 

    Slashes have to be closed all along their length and pushed together from two directions.  If it’s deep enough, it has to be treated from the inside out, too.  At least the issue of a penetrating wound isn’t as much of a problem.  If there’s a slashing wound completely through me, I’m divided in twain and probably not concerned with much else. 

    Blunt force trauma?  Broken bones and ruptured flesh have their own special complications!  And in all cases, the larger blood vessels have to be mated together again.  Internal bleeding has to be dealt with.  Most other problems can be, if not ignored, at least left to the slower ministrations of a healing spell. 

    All I wanted was something to fix my back after Leisel scratched it a little too deeply.  It became a more complex and far-reaching project. 

    A few relative days of study and experimentation gave me a better working knowledge.  This resulted in a spell design I felt much more comfortable about.  I made the side trip to grab a sunrise and went back to Shasta.  Once there, I replaced the spell gem in Gus’s collar with the new version.  It still wasn’t perfect, but I felt it would be more likely to be immediately useful if he was wounded.  I wouldn’t feel nervous about using one on me, but I’d want to watch it work.  It needs more testing to be fully debugged, but the basic program is solid.  If there are problems, I think they’ll be special cases, not normal wounds. 

    Most of my magical errands were taken care of.  I went back into Perfectly Normal Mode and drove the truck into town.  Bronze gets a fill-up every time Phoebe takes her out, but the truck needs gas, too.  I also picked up a dozen cans of oil.  The truck doesn’t burn much oil and a type of cleaning spell can restore what’s left to pristine condition, but Bronze’s cars, strangely enough, go through oil rather quickly. 

    Besides, I wanted cookies and didn’t feel like baking them.  The hollow legs at the Saturday game go through chocolate chips at an astonishing rate.  We were also completely out of ice cream.  And Cokes.  And especially more Professor Pepper—I assume the soft drink has a doctorate in something other than medicine.  Different worlds, different rules.  Elwood can drink Professor Pepper until he explodes and Perry will keep him company.  At least they’ve mastered the art of belching silently.  All that fizz. 

      

    When I got home, Bronze was parked out front instead of in the barn.  I pulled around to the back door for easier unloading to the kitchen.  She warned me Phoebe was upset, but she wasn’t sure why. 

    No doubt Phoebe would tell me if it concerned me.  Then again, she might not want me to land on the problem in my usual fashion, either.  I do try to be subtle, but it’s not my strongest trait. 

    With the supplies for tomorrow put away, I sat down at the dinner table and fetched out my notes.  They had a new fortress to call their own.  The surrounding territory was, technically, under the nominal rule of the Baron Ployer, warden of the march.  It would be a while before their presence came to the Baron’s attention, though.  What was roaming around or making a lair in the region?  I had no doubt they would be going on hunting trips to learn more about “their” territory and remove dangerous beasts. 

    The adventure should be pretty straightforward.  What lives nearby and how do we kill it?  It wasn’t complicated, but it would provide a couple of good fights.  I doubted they would be interested in negotiating with any sapient monsters, but they had the option to try. 

    Phoebe walked past me into the kitchen and made herself a sandwich.  She plunked down at the dinner table and didn’t eat.  I let it go for two or three minutes while she sniffled a little and turned her sandwich over a few times. 

    “Something wrong, Punkin?” 

    “Why are people so mean, Pop?” 

    “Because they’re ignorant and reactionary.  Anything they don’t understand, they fear.  Their fear makes them lash out.  Very few of them have a sense of wonder at the strange, unknown, and unexplained.  Typically, anything different, or anything they don’t understand, is a threat to their way of thinking, therefore it must be bad.  Most people go through life by rote, without examining what they believe or why they believe it.” 

    “Wow.” 

    “Sad but true.” 

    “No, I mean I didn’t expect a real answer.” 

    “I’ve had a long time to think about it.” 

    “So, people are ignorant and they don’t like change?” 

    “With a few qualifiers, yes.  Typical people, anyway.  There are a few people who view the world as something wonderful and see everything as an opportunity to learn something new.  There are also a few sadists who enjoy making others suffer.” 

    “Why aren’t there more nice people?” 

    “Evolution.” 

    “Evolution?  Is niceness not a survival trait?” 

    “Three cavemen see a strange caveman running toward them with a club.  The first runs away.  The second prepares to fight.  The third smiles and holds out a fruit he was going to eat.  The last guy didn’t live long enough to reproduce.” 

    “People shouldn’t be like that.” 

    “I agree.” 

    She was silent and sullen for the space of a sandwich flip. 

    “Want to tell me which people you have in mind?” I prompted. 

    “Everyone!” 

    “You sound upset.  Are you sure you mean everyone?  Or is there someone in particular?” 

    More sullen silence.  She chomped into her sandwich like I chomp into throats.  She chewed viciously and mercilessly for a moment. 

    “Jimmy’s an unlicked cub and I should never have tried to be nice to him!” 

    “Ah.” 

    “Do you know what he said?  Do you?” 

    “I haven’t a clue,” I lied.  I had three or four ideas, none of them good. 

    “He’s mad at me!” 

    “Is he?” 

    “He blames me for putting him in the hospital!” 

    “Didn’t you?’ 

    Phoebe chomped her sandwich again, a bit less forcefully.  She chewed while she thought. 

    “Looked at that way, I guess it is my fault.” 

    “I wouldn’t go that far,” I hedged.  “Judging by the lines on his neck, he agreed to try your spells.  He held still for them, anyway.” 

    “He did.  I might not have called it a spell.  I told him I’d try to help his batting.  And I did apologize to him!  He’s still mad!” 

    “When you did the spell, did you tell him you weren’t sure it would work?  There might be side effects?” 

    “I… might have left that out.” 

    “Ah.  What else is he upset about?” 

    “The nurse.  I’m upset about the nurse,” she admitted.  “That’s my fault and I’ll own up to it.”  I opened my mouth and she cut me off.  “Okay, Pop, I’ll let you have some of the blame.  Fine.  I’m still partly responsible.  All right?” 

    “Since you insist.” 

    “But it’s got nothing to do with Jimmy!  I don’t see why this rattles his cage.” 

    “Some people have no sense of proportion,” I told her. 

    “The doctors say it’s incredible he’s doing so well.  Privately, I told him I fixed it.  I apologized for goofing it up.  And he’s still frosted!” 

    “There’s no accounting for some people.” 

    She chewed angrily for a moment before replying. 

    “Pop, I’m not sure you’re taking me seriously.” 

    “I always take you seriously, Phoebe.  I don’t take Jim seriously.” 

    “I do.  I’m not sure what to do about it, though.  Got any suggestions?” 

    “At last, relationship advice.  Not my strong point, but I’ll do my best.” 

    “Isn’t it?” 

    “How many times have I gone out on a date you didn’t set up?” 

    “You’ve got a girlfriend, don’t you?” 

    “I beg your pardon?” I asked, surprised. 

    “Leisel.  Everyone says she’s sort-of your wife.  The translation spell says she’s your wife, but only kind of.  Isn’t she?” 

    “You’re running into a concept problem, not a language problem.  The Tassarian Empire has different ideas on marriage.  A man or woman can have several wives or husbands, each with a different primary function.  They have specific words for individual types.  Leisel is my vidat, which is probably best described as my chief lieutenant or my business manager.  We’re more than that, but it’s a good descriptor.” 

    “Is she your girlfriend or my stepmom?” 

    “Hmm.  Of the two, I’d go with ‘girlfriend’.” 

    “Okay.  Give me good advice about Jim and I may talk to you about Cameron.” 

    “There’s a good motivator,” I agreed.  “All right.  Let Jim be angry with you.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “Yes.  Unless you can prove his reasons are not valid—and probably not then—you can’t change his mind.  People don’t change their emotional opinions based on facts.  Nevertheless, you’ve apologized.  You did your part and he’s still angry.  Let him be angry.  He’s aware you had no intention of causing harm.  If he can forgive you, he will.  It may take a while.  Fresh wounds are the most sensitive.  Let them scab over, at least, and try not to pick at them.” 

    “And if he doesn’t calm down?” 

    “You did what you could do.  If he wants to be friends, he’ll have to do his part.” 

    “I’m gonna miss him at the game,” she muttered. 

    “Paladins have their uses, and Jim’s a decent guy.  I’ll miss him, too.” 

    “Sorry you built a batting cage for nothing.” 

    “He used it, so it wasn’t for nothing.  Who knows?  He may decide he wants to practice—without seeing you.  If he does, try not to intrude.” 

    “It’s still not fair.” 

    “It doesn’t have to be.” 

    “It should be!” 

    “Life should be fair,” I allowed, “but it seldom works out that way.” 

    Phoebe chomped her sandwich.  I don’t think she liked the idea. 

      

    The discussion reminded me of something.  I’d intended to go off and find some soldiers to train Leisel’s troops, but, it slipped my mind.  In my defense, there’s only so much space on my desk in my headspace.  Things sometimes fall off. 

    Now, though, I both remembered my errand and had a day and a night to work with.  Which was a good thing, since it involved quite a lot of searching.  Imperial Rome didn’t have an Internet, so posting an ad didn’t seem worthwhile. 

    There are worlds with a technologically-advanced Rome.  I wasn’t looking for one of those.  I wanted something more old-school. 

    Therefore—with micro-gates ticking every few seconds—I spent quite a while on another Earth, asking questions, spreading silver around, and asking more questions. 

    The Tassarian Empire’s battlefield tactics were slightly more advanced than “everybody charge,” but not by a whole lot.  Their individual technological enhancements—articulated steel armor, steel weapons, and about seventy-five percent enchanted—increased the deadliness of each fighter, but they had no real cohesion, no sense of being a unit. 

    I guess it goes with the warrior caste’s emphasis on personal skill, personal ranking, and personal glory.  It’s not about how we fight or even if we win.  It’s about how I did on the field, how many I defeated. 

    Roman armies were a step up from the barbarian hordes.  If I could find a dozen grizzled old centurions—preferably men who served camp prefects under their legate—I could offer them jobs training an army.  Someday, perhaps in a generation or two, we might step up our tactics and organization, but we needed an upgrade people could comprehend.  Right now, we’re outnumbered, so we need all the help we can get. 

    I delivered fourteen examples of Rome’s veterans to Leisel, with an explanation.  She seemed dubious, so I proposed giving my guys a chance against an equal number of the local warriors. 

    The centurions didn’t lose.  They didn’t always have a clear victory, but they had zero losses.  They’ve earned respect.  They’re being listened to. 

    I hope the Tassarians are a quick study.  It’s already been a year with an active heresy spreading through the Empire.  How much longer will the Temples leave us alone?  Or, now that the cat is out of the bag, so to speak, do they not care about the valley so much?  Are the after me?  Killing me would tend to disprove my claims to avatar-hood and take the wind out of the sails of the heresy ship. 

    Maybe it’s a good thing I only show up occasionally. 

    

  


   
    Saturday, June 27th, 1959 

      

    Rodney buzzed over the grass while Phoebe and I went through our usual routine.  In my headspace—or hers—our morning magic lessons don’t include external distractions like lawnmower noise! 

    Afterward, during our hand-to-hand practice, I hit her harder, but I have this nagging feeling I’m still not hitting her hard enough.  Maybe I should sign her up for warrior school in Tauta.  I’m leery of it, though.  If the Temples want to disprove my altar ego’s claims to godhood, would they do anything to Phoebe?  I’m not sure it would help their case, but they might try to provoke me.  I just don’t know. 

    On the academic front, Phoebe is starting to grasp some of the construction basics for gate spells, so that’s to the good.  And we’ve been putting a polish on her unarmed combat, since I’m not holding back nearly as much. 

    Unsurprisingly, Jim did not join us for the game.  I have hopes for next week.  He should be out of the hospital well before then.  I’m not sure if he would have joined us this week even if he wasn’t being held over.  I haven’t spoken with him, but I did send him a nice get-well card. 

    Cameron, at least, is doing well.  He’s still not walking far, but he can walk.  He even made it to and from the bathroom on his own.  Admittedly, he moved from a regular chair to his wheelchair, wheeled himself down the hall, and walked into the bathroom, but steady improvement is the best sort of improvement. 

    The gaming group fought their way through a number of minor encounters to make the region relatively safe.  There are now no nests of orcs, no bugbear enclaves, no goblin bands, no nothing.  Aside from the usual hazard of something wandering through, seeking a new place to live—much like the adventurers, really—the region was almost civilized. 

    Then came the questions of how to keep the keep, as it were.  If they’re going to go out on adventures, who stays home to guard the fort?  Magical wards and locks are all well and good, but these wouldn’t stop their own group under similar circumstances.  They decided to hire a staff for the place, mostly men-at-arms.  If there’s someone at home—someone armed—random travelers are more likely to regard the place as not worth the effort.  An abandoned keep is simply there for the looting, possibly the claiming.  An occupied fortress is a very different thing. 

    Well… technically, no, it really isn’t.  It just seems that way.  It’s a social norms issue, I think.  It implies someone else may take note and take offense.  Even with people in it, it’s still there for the looting, possibly the claiming.  You just have to work a little harder.  I did not bring any of this up, of course.  I merely listened to them discuss it. 

    We didn’t finish ironing out the details.  The doorbell rang.  I left them discussing the price list on various types of mercenaries while I answered the door.  Three men occupied the porch, one of whom I knew and another I recognized.  Mr. Foss is a regular at Caramel’s Diner on Sunday afternoons.  He stood a pace back with an unfamiliar man.  The man in front I recalled from the church bake sales.  He wore a severe black suit and a silver crucifix as a tie clip.  He held a Bible in one hand and his hat in the other.  At a guess, I’d say he was about fifty.  Carson?  Coleson?  Coleman?  Coleslaw?  What was his name? 

    I also noticed I needed to expand the pit traps behind him.  The other two were standing side by side, so they were on the edges.  They would probably drop, but a few more inches of clearance would be better.  At least the car was parked exactly where I expected it, neatly in the overlap between two of the claymore mines hidden in the flowerbeds. 

    “Mr. Kent?”  The clergyman had a good voice, deep, resonant, and with clear diction.  I couldn’t identify an accent.  I think he spent time with a coach to get it to sound so nice.  Maybe they have voice and diction lessons at preacher school. 

    “Yes.  Can I help you?” 

    “I hope so.  May we come in?” 

    “No.  Who are you?” 

    He paused, clearly nonplussed. 

    “Reverend Culson, at your service.” 

    I was so close.  Oh, well.  He continued his introductions. 

    “This is Deacon Draper and Deacon Foss.” 

    “Pleased to meet you, Reverend, Deacons.  What can I do for you?” 

    “We’d like to come in and have a word.” 

    “I have guests, but we can have a word right here if you’re quick about it.” 

    “I’m afraid our business is somewhat confidential.” 

    “You should try calling ahead for an appointment.” 

    “You’re hardly a gracious host,” he complained. 

    “You’re not guests,” I pointed out.  “You’re strangers who rang my doorbell and demanded entry.  I don’t owe you anything but the opportunity to get off my property.” 

    “I don’t care for you attit—” 

    I closed the door in his face. 

    I don’t have anything against preachers in general, but I don’t automatically defer to them, either.  I suppose, by contrast, I seem snarky to them.  Maybe I am.  I shouldn’t be.  Overall, I’m sure most of them are decent people.  Trouble is, I recognize they’re as prone to human failings as the rest of us.  This is not a bonus in someone supposedly speaking on behalf of a divine being.  I ought to know. 

    I sat back down at the table while the doorbell rang repeatedly.  The intercom phone buzzed, too.  Phoebe looked a question at me.  I shook my head a trifle and whistled.  Gus perked up and trotted over to me.  I scratched him behind the ears and we looked into each other’s eyes for a few seconds.  He trotted off again. 

    We ignored the ringing and buzzing.  I fielded a question on the sight-lines around the keep and compared them to the ranges of various types of projectile weapons.  They already decided slings would be nice, since they were cheap and ammunition was pretty much free, but for long-ranged volleys they wanted bowmen.  To that end, cutting back some of the encroaching forest would be good.  And it would provide lumber.  But the low rise to the southeast would let people come fairly close without being seen from the walls… Maybe a new tower would help? 

    About then, Gus summoned up the spirits of monkey ancestors.  The howl was deep and loud and went on for several seconds. 

    The doorbell stopped ringing.  I’m not sure if anyone else made out the words, but my ears are sharp.  Not pointy, but still sharp.  I didn’t expect such language from men of the cloth.  There followed snarling, swearing, barking, and car-door slamming.  I didn’t hear any more swearing, but the engine noise probably drowned it out.  It faded into the distance. 

    Gus came back to me with a windshield wiper in his mouth.  He plunked it down at my feet and wagged his bushy tail.  He had something on the nails of his forepaws.  I examined them and rubbed away flakes of black.  According to Gus, Bronze, and Firebrand they were slinging the car around the circle drive when he slipped off the hood.  No doubt the hood had Gus’s claw marks from where he slid off it while ripping a windshield wiper free.   

    “Everything okay, Pop?” Phoebe asked.  Everyone else at the table asked with their eyes, not wishing to come right out and address the elephant of the wiper. 

    “Trespassers,” I replied.  “Talk amongst yourselves.”  I got up to feed Gus treats. 

      

    Phoebe and Bronze took Cameron home.  Parents came by to pick up Elwood and Perry.  I went immediately upstairs to my bathroom, since the game ran a little longer than usual. 

    I hosed off under the needle jets and Firebrand cleared its psychic throat. 

    “What’s up?” 

    You know that guy with the distance-glasses? 

    “Is he back again?  I’ve about given up trying to figure out his schedule.” 

    Someone’s there.  Not the usual guy. 

    “Any thoughts?” 

    At this range?  All I know is he’s new, watching, and nervous. 

    “Nervous?  Can you figure out why?” 

    Not from his thoughts.  I bet I can make a reeeeeally good guess, though. 

    I continued my transformation into an undead, blood-sucking monster. 

    “Yeah, I probably can, too.”  If it was someone working with our usual observer, this had to have its origin in something besides the Hospital Incident.  The question was simple:  What?  If I knew what drew attention, I’d be halfway to knowing who was paying attention.  Although, the Hospital Incident might have stepped up the priority of the surveillance… 

    Does this world have professional monster hunters?  If so, are they dumb enough to put a stakeout on a vampire lair?  Or would they use the stakeout as bait?  But doesn’t the bait need to be in some sort of trap?  If this observer is bait in a trap, it’s a really well-concealed trap, which is the only reason I wonder if there are professionals involved. 

    What really bothers me is Chuck.  The whole thing with Chuck tells me someone is poking a supernatural nose in my business.  Why?  To see what I would do?  To see what I was capable of?  To see if I would break cover and reveal myself as a Lord of Darkness?  What? 

    Now I have at least two guys who trade off sitting in the woods, watching the house.  Are they related to the Chuck problem?  I also have clergy showing up unannounced on my doorstep for a private chat.  Are they related to Chuck, Cameron, or the observers?  And is there any connection, however tenuous, to the hospital? 

    Dammit, I hate it when I don’t even know who my adversary—or adversaries—are.  I didn’t even know I had any until I saw inside Chuck’s head.  Chuck, of course, didn’t count.  He was an annoyance, not an adversary.  Now I have at least one, and I have to wonder who, what, and why. 

    I should have gone the Prospero route and set up on a damned island.  Or an island of the damned, depending on whether I have humans on it.  I could have dumped a bunch of potential dinners there and let Phoebe use them for socialization practice.  No, dammit, I couldn’t.  The sorts I’d dump there for dinner aren’t socially acceptable.  Combat practice, maybe.  I’d still have needed something for her socials. 

    I dried and dressed before moving more stuff through my closet here into a closet in Iowa.  I didn’t yet own the place, but it was in progress and I anticipated the observation in Shasta might not continue for much longer. Once the observation was complete, what would be the next phase?  Nothing I would approve of.  So I got a jump on the evacuation process. 

    Uh, Boss? 

    “Yes?” 

    Aren’t you going to, you know, do something? 

    “Like what?” 

    Oh, I don’t know.  Just off the top, how about murdering the guy spying on you by drinking his blood, devouring his soul— 

    “Spirit.” 

    —spirit, Firebrand corrected, and letting me practice bloodletting techniques and combustion processes? 

    “I thought about it.” 

    Good! 

    “And decided against it.” 

    Not so good.  He gets to sit there and spy on the place?  How many people are going to come and go and watch us before you care? 

    “Oh, I care.  Until now, I haven’t been concerned enough to admit I care by letting them know we’re aware of them.  They’ve been watching us for a while and, to the best of my knowledge, have come up with nothing supernatural.  Weird, perhaps, but nothing clearly wrong.” 

    And if we kill the watcher, someone gets suspicious, Firebrand mused.  They realize we know about them and we’ll act to stop them.  Meaning we have something to hide and they would decide to take more direct action.  Yes? 

    “Quite possibly.” 

    Good!  I like it when they’re direct.  It’ll be fun. 

    “There are way too many of them.  About five billion, I think.” 

    What?  All at once? 

    “No, but if the observers get all uppity about things, they can scream at everyone else to join in.” 

    Hmm.  Five billion? 

    “Thereabouts.” 

    Maybe you have a point.  What now?  Just let them keep watching? 

    “We’re not going to ignore him.  We’re also not going to charge out with intent to vivisect.” 

    How about if he just vanishes?  I mean, sure, he learns the sword version of long division, but your cloak works fine.  Nobody has to know he’s dead. 

    “Because if we kill him, we don’t find out what he’s doing.  I want you to listen to what he’s thinking without us revealing ourselves.” 

    I’ll have to be a lot closer, Firebrand pointed out.  Even then, all I can do is listen to whatever thoughts emanate from his mind.  If he’s not thinking about what you want to know, you’ll have to ask him. 

    “And I’m okay with that.” 

    Oh!  Well, now we’re talking. 

    I checked with Bronze.  She was at the drive-in theater, watching a movie with Phoebe and Cameron.  Interesting.  Was Cameron feeling more confident, or was this Phoebe’s idea?  I also wondered what the movie was. 

    Vincent Price in The Tingler, according to Bronze.  I was somewhat taken aback by the title, but she told me it was supposed to be a horror film.  Bronze thought the premise was a bit of a stretch, but the film itself was fun. 

    Considering the nature of my existence, I have a hard time understanding horror films.  I used to enjoy them.  Now it’s hard to get into the swing of things. 

    At least I had time to myself before Phoebe got home.  We’ll still need to talk about checking in, though.  Not that I would have disagreed about taking Cameron to a movie, or vice-versa, but I would like to be kept in the loop. 

    I shut off the fireplace and opened the glass fronting.  Firebrand went into the scabbard and I slung it over my back since I didn’t expect to have to draw in a hurry.  We did a quick check for other observers and left by the back door.  I wrapped myself in a spell to reduce atmospheric vibrations and circled through the trees. 

    Several minutes later, I stood about fifteen feet behind the observer.  He had a folding chair and camouflage netting.  It wasn’t much of a blind, but it was far enough back in the trees and undergrowth so it didn’t need to be. 

    I didn’t like the fact he had a rifle. 

    Firebrand? 

    Working on it.  He’s not thinking about his job, just watching the house.  His mind wanders. 

    Signal Gus. 

    On it. 

    Gus, on cue, barked for several seconds.  The observer sat up and paid attention, raising his binoculars. 

    He’s looking for you, Boss. 

    Nothing about Phoebe? 

    Not a thing.  You’re his sole item of interest.  His boss is interested.  This guy is a flunky. 

    Who’s the boss? 

    I don’t know.  I get flickers of what he looks like, but not a name.  This guy hasn’t been working for him long.  He’s wondering who the client is and what sort of case they’re building?  It doesn’t make much sense to me. 

    Hmm. 

    I waited with him for a while, keeping alert in case a relief showed up.  He was there for hours, long enough for me to get a good look at the lights inside him.  I didn’t see any signs of tampering.  He might be just a hireling. 

    Phoebe finished her movie and delivered Cameron to his house.  She and Bronze came up the dirt road and stopped at the gate.  Bronze edged forward to trigger the gate and the motor whirred, clanking aside.  Bronze parked under the portico while the gate automatically closed itself. 

    He paid a lot of attention to Bronze, Boss, but only to make sure you weren’t inside. 

    Good to know.  Anything else? 

    He thinks Phoebe has a classy chassis. 

    Well, objectively speaking, he’s not wrong.  She looks mature even for seventeen.  She’s still too young for this joker. 

    Fantastic!  Now do we disembowel him? 

    No. 

    Aw, come on! 

    No.  I want to see what he does at the end of his shift, where he goes, and so forth. 

    Then we disembowel him! 

    …maybe. 

    I really do need to take Firebrand on a killing spree more often.  Maybe some dinosaurs.  Possibly zombies.  Marauders in a post-apocalyptic wasteland.  Something.  The occasional burglar just isn’t enough. 

    I faded back a bit, still custodia the custos, while Firebrand kept up a running commentary on his daydreaming.  It was a mildly profitable eavesdropping.  We never got his name—how often does one consciously think about their own name?  We did find out he was trying to become a private detective and was working for one.  He was supposed to watch the house until midnight, then report.  He didn’t have a relief coming, so the house probably wasn’t under constant surveillance. 

    With this in mind, I circled the house again and entered through the back door.  I found Phoebe in her fencing armor, sword at her hip, and cradling her shotgun. 

    “What’s this?” 

    “Firebrand was out of the fireplace and you weren’t home.  Bronze said you were outside, checking on a spy.  I thought I ought to be prepared.” 

    Is that a bloody tear forming in my eye?  I think it might be.  Phoebe isn’t the killer I am, but she’s willing to defend herself—and she can.  If I did nothing else right, at least I did that. 

    “Good thinking,” I complimented her.  She beamed.  “Our spy will be going away at midnight to report to the private eye he works for.  I’ll see if I can track him and find out what’s going on.” 

    “Oh.  So, it’s not an occasion for a shotgun?” 

    “Doesn’t look like it.” 

    “Then I’ll go to bed.” 

    “Hold on a minute, young lady.” 

    “Uh-oh.” 

    “And where were you for the past few hours?” 

    “I took Cameron to the movies.  At the drive-in.  He doesn’t get out much.  Bronze told me you asked.” 

    “I asked because someone else didn’t bother to check with me beforehand—or to call once she was near a pay phone.” 

    “This would be easier if we lived in a world with portable phones.” 

    “True, but life would be more complicated, too.” 

    “I’m willing to risk it,” she stated, positively. 

    “Not to be distracted, let’s go back to the point of me having to ask where you went.  You could also have asked Bronze to let me know so I didn’t have to wonder.” 

    “Oh.  Yes, I could have.  I should have thought of it.  I’m sorry.  I thought she told you all this sort of stuff already?” 

    “No, she does not.  I’ve told Firebrand and Bronze, both, not to blab unnecessarily about your activities.” 

    “Really, Pop?” she asked.  Her expression was hard to read, but the lights inside her were not.  She was surprised and touched and a little bit apprehensive. 

    “Really.  You’re a young lady and I trust you.  You’re responsible enough to make your own decisions, which means you can be as private as you want.” 

    “I never asked to be.” 

    “Did you think you would need to?” 

    Phoebe put down her shotgun and hugged me.  I took it as an answer and I patted her back. 

    “I’d still like you to volunteer your whereabouts, at least, so I don’t worry.” 

    “I will, Pop.  I will,” she told me, squeezing hard before letting go. 

    “Bear in mind, if I get worried enough, I’ll track you down.” 

    “Duly noted,” she replied, seriously.  She was always a quick study.  I had to spank her a couple of times when she was very little, but I found other ways as she grew older and her ability to comprehend improved.  It’s getting harder to discipline her, though.  Maybe that’s the real measure of adulthood:  When you’re independent enough and clever enough that your parents don’t have a good way to discipline you, for better or worse, you’re an adult.  It’s not a complete definition, but it’s a start. 

    Phoebe went up to bed.  I went downstairs to sit in front of a mirror, put my feet up, read a little, and watch the man watching the house. 

    Eventually, he folded the chair and laid it down, drawing excess netting over it.  He moved away through the woods relatively quietly.  He wasn’t good at it, but he moved carefully.  He didn’t need to be very good at that distance.  Eventually, he moved far enough away to feel comfortable with a direct hike.  He checked a pocket compass a couple of times and corrected course a little.  He came out of the woods far to the south, on an unnamed dirt road connecting to Granite Drive.  His car was still parked there, on the shoulder. 

    My scrying sensor followed him into Redding.  He parked at the Thunderbird Motel, trooped into his room, and went to bed. 

    Dang.  I was hoping he’d report to his boss immediately.  Oh, well.  I’d check on him again after sunrise and see if he was up and moving. 

    

  


   
    Sunday, June 28th, 1959 

      

    I hate stakeouts.  They’re boring and time-consuming whether I’m staking someplace out or I’m watching people staking me out. 

    I may have phrased that badly. 

    While I waited for my spy to finish his nap, I did a review of the new prison cells in the voidstation.  I also built a pair of emergency backup firmament spells—temporary things, not like the massive workings mounted in the hull.  These were like emergency lights.  They come on so you can find your way out.  Or, in this case, they come on so you have time to get out before the place goes away. 

    Setting up the main firmament spell so it would grow with the station was a tricky bit of spell programming, let me tell you. I still double-check it to make sure it’s doing what I think it should.  I don’t fully understand firmaments, so I’m cautious. 

    I also did more work reinforcing the enchantments in the angel trap.  It’s getting to the point I can’t make any individual spell any stronger.  I’m going to have to fall back on running power through them and taking advantage of the reverse-entropy effect of a well-constructed enchantment. 

    As usual, I ate a bug.  Once a night, every night.  It’s a rule.  And if I’m in my voidstation, my alarm reminds me to do it every twelve hours. 

    I will clean these ugly little bastards out.  Eventually.  But I won’t do it by slacking off. 

    This morning, I did a quick check on my spy.  He was still snoozing, so I took a shower.  I checked again and he was still conked out.  Phoebe and I went through our morning routine.  After the lesson and the warmups, we practiced hand-to-hand and, for the first time, she got to cope with my full weight.  Most opponents will be larger and heavier than her, so if she can cope with me… 

    I didn’t squash her.  Not even close.  She’s agile and strong and maybe better-trained than I thought.  She didn’t take me down, but when the objective is to escape an assailant, she can pull it off about half the time with me.  If she tries to stay and fight, she loses.  This is hardly surprising, but she does put up one hell of a fight. 

    “Any dope on the dip, Pop?” she asked, afterward, wiping her face with a damp cloth.  I cheated and used two spells, one to clean, one to cool.  My ring’s thermoregulator spell allows me to sweat from exertion, for appearance’s sake. 

    “He was up late.  He was still asleep, last I checked.” 

    “Just wondering.  I’m also wondering if I should try calling Jimmy.” 

    “I wouldn’t, but I’ll understand if you disagree.” 

    “Why not?” 

    “He’s still upset.  His rolling boil hasn’t dropped to a simmer, yet.  Hopefully, he’ll come to the game next Saturday, or the next.  If not, let the others ask him to come.  If and when he does, don’t bring it up.  Simply be nice to him.” 

    “But I want to make him feel better.” 

    “Oh?  Or do you want him to not be mad at you?” 

    “What’s the difference?” 

    “The first one is for his benefit.  The second is for yours.” 

    “I’m going to have to think about that one.” 

    “Go ahead.  In the meantime, don’t poke him while he’s recovering.” 

    She nodded thoughtfully. 

    “It sounds like a good plan.  I’ll try to wait.” 

    “They tell me patience is a virtue.” 

    “And they say the meek will inherit the Earth,” she replied.  “As far as I can tell, they inherit a plot about six by three.” 

    I adore this kid. 

    “Good things come to those who wait?” I tried. 

    “If you don’t go after what you want, you’ll get what’s left.  Sometimes you have to go for it, Pop.” 

    “I bow to your unassailable wisdom.  Keep me posted on your wound-poking.” 

    “I didn’t say I was going to bother him.  I was throwing platitudes back at you.” 

    “Well done, Grasshopper.” 

      

    Our would-be spy was in his motel room, talking on the phone.  His notepad was open as he relayed his observations. 

    Damn.  I missed him dialing. 

    Still, there’s more than one way to trace a call.  I had him on one mirror, deep in conversation.  There’s one end of the call.  I want to find the other.  The number isn’t so important, just the other end of the connection. 

    Normally, a gate hunts for something physical.  An ingot of metal, a specific material, or a particular shape.  I do have to have some basic understanding of what it is I’m hunting for, but I’ve been getting better at being indefinite.  That is, I can hunt for narrow categories of things, rather than perfectly specific ones.  If I want a knife, I can specify a knife—a metal bar with one edge in a wedge shape, with one end suitable for gripping, between six and sixteen inches long, overall.  I may get some peculiar results, but, technically, whatever the wormhole’s random thrashings hit and lock on to will meet the criteria.  This isn’t as easy as a specific picture of a particular knife, but it can be useful. 

    I’ve never tried to find a specific sound.  Come to that, I don’t think I’ve ever tried to find a specific electromagnetic pattern, either.  Diogenes and I did hunt for hints of the Boojum in various worlds, but we didn’t use a gate spell to search for his signature.  We scanned for it whenever we made a connection. 

    Still, nothing ventured, nothing blown up or set on fire. 

    In my main mirror, I had the source of the patterns I wanted.  A particular vibration in the air, for one, and the electromagnetic fluctuations of the microphone, the wires, and—at the far end, hopefully—the telephone receiver. 

    It was more complicated than I thought.  Finding an ingot is one thing.  They don’t tend to change much.  A person speaking is very different.  By the time the micro-gate registers the sound to look for, the source is making a new sound.  The gate has to update its search parameters constantly, in real time.  It’s effectively trying to hunt down something new every fraction of a second. 

    There’s got to be a better way to do this.  I’ll work on it. 

    I set one gate to hunting for the voice, the other to hunting for the electromagnetic signature.  At least I felt safe in limiting the search to this universe.  It worked, eventually.  I got a lock on the far end just in time to hear their farewells before they hung up. 

    At least I’ll have a good idea of how to do it if I have to do it again.  And I had a physical lock, so, despite unsuccessful eavesdropping, I had a location. 

    The boss was in an office when he hung up and leaned back, hands behind his head, lips tight, eyebrows drawn together, forehead furrowed.  He put his feet on the desk and crossed them at the ankles.  If it wasn’t for the tension on his face, I’d have thought he was asleep. 

    He, too, had a notepad, but it was full of abstract doodles.  No help there. 

    I didn’t like the look of him.  He was only about five-foot-nine, but he had a certain something about him.  He was tough.  Not just in body, but in mind.  I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but he definitely had it.  He was old enough to be a veteran and the scar along his left jawbone added weight to my suspicion.  I didn’t want to waste my time trying to intimidate this guy unless I was prepared to go whole hog in an attempt to break him.  Even then, I had doubts. 

    While he thought things over, I scanned him.  Lightly at first, then with increasing levels of intensity.  Human.  Human, human, human… no magical signatures.  No unusual psychic phenomena.  No celestial energies.  His teeth were normal, his fillings were mundane, his scars showed signs of stitches.  Admittedly, I couldn’t look at this spirit during the day, but every magical probe I had at my disposal said he was human. 

    So, not the person playing mind-games.  He might be another level of hireling below the boss, though.  It was worth finding out. 

    At last, he grunted, straightened up, and reached for the phone.  I paid attention to the number—it’s easy on a rotary-dial phone.  I still had to track it down with my other mirror, since I didn’t have a reverse directory, but at least I didn’t have to come up with a method from scratch.  I still eavesdropped on the private investigator’s end, listening to the phone while my other micro-gate hunted for the other end of the call. 

    “Doctor Slade?” 

    “Yes?” 

    “This is Harrison.” 

    “Yes, Mr. Harrison.  I take it you have something for me?” 

    “Just a basic report.  The daughter still lives there.  They had some teenagers over on Saturday afternoon, again.”  He went on to detail most of the regular comings and goings, including shopping trips, Caramel’s Diner, Rodney mowing the yard, and the like.  He also mentioned some negatives.  I don’t have a regular job and only leave the house to go shopping or pick up Phoebe.  He specifically mentioned how I never go to church, too, and detailed the aborted visit by the Reverend and deacons. 

    Technically, watching someone’s public movements is not an invasion of privacy, but it sure as hell feels like one.  I don’t like it.  Someone else might be about to not like it, either. 

    “I don’t know if this counts for you,” he went on, “but there’s also talk about one of those teenagers.  Kid named Cameron.  Been in a wheelchair for years, now he’s walking again.  Big to-do about it at the local church.” 

    “I heard about it,” replied the other man—Dr. Slade.  “Thank you.  Now, what will it take to have a more personal discussion with him?  The man of the house.” 

    “The property is registered under the name of Kent.  Jonathan Kent.  The daughter is Phoebe Kent.” 

    “Is that his real name?” the doctor asked. 

    “I’ve done some digging and it seems kosher.  I’m still waiting for word back from some friends.  If I don’t get a negative report, it’s either his real name or someone with government authority manufactured it.  If it’s manufactured, finding out who might not be impossible, but even the attempt will cost.” 

    “Very well.  Continue.” 

    “If you want him questioned, I can do it, sure, but it’s extra.  It ain’t exactly legal, if you take my meaning.” 

    “I understand.  Two hundred, in advance?” 

    “Make it four.  I want more help.  Kent teaches his daughter self-defense stuff.  I saw moves like his when I was stationed in the Far East, after the war.  From what we’ve been able to discover, he was in some branch of the service, but his specific records are either expunged or classified.  Regardless, he’s a wiry bastard and damn fast.  I doubt he’s going to be a pushover.” 

    “I’ll have the money sent over.” 

    “I’ll make arrangements.” 

    They bid each other goodbye and I shifted my points of view around.  The detective—the private investigator—was J. M. Harrison, P.I., according to his office door.  He was in Palo Alto and I jotted down his address. 

    The other mirror showed me Dr. Slade.  He was a tallish fellow, about six feet, with dark brown hair and a face that didn’t like frowning.  He was at home and it was a very nice home, with clear signs of a woman’s touch.  It had blocky, rectangular furniture in solid colors, too—the latest in home décor.  The garage was for two cars, one of which was missing.  I found his house number and street name easily enough, but where was it?  I finally found mail on his kitchen counter and discovered he lived in Sacramento. 

    All right.  Dr. Slade is investigating me.  He’s hired a private investigation firm—or a private investigator and his day labor—to look me over and, soon, to work me over.  For what?  What does he want to know?  Why me?  What did I do to him?  I didn’t recognize him.  His face didn’t even ring a faint bell.  I’d almost be willing to swear I’d never laid eyes on the man. 

    Sometimes I love a mystery.  Other times, not so much. 

      

    It was not a pleasant Sunday afternoon.  The rain was hot and constant, starting a little before noon with a slow, uneven patter of droplets promising to go on for hours.  All things considered, it was probably a good thing.  We hadn’t seen rain for a couple of weeks, so it was about time.  The news reported a few wildfires in southern California, but there almost always is. No rain expected there.  To be fair, there wasn’t a lot of it here—just enough to skyrocket the humidity. 

    Phoebe parboiled herself in the shower.  I merely de-gunked with a cleaning spell, shielded myself from the worst of the heat and humidity, and was ready to go.  I was looking forward to lunch, but I can be patient.  It’s not like we had a lunch reservation.  Caramel’s Diner doesn’t take reservations.  I sat in the living room and re-read part of The Silmarillion.  I should really pick up another copy.  Mine was getting a bit threadbare. 

    Company, Firebrand warned me. 

    “Oh?  Is our peeping person parked out front again?” 

    For a while now, but he’s normal.  I mean new people. 

    “Like who?” 

    Three cars coming down the drive.  The lead one has the priest from the other day. 

    “Reverend,” I corrected.  “Technically, still a spokesman for a divine being, so a ‘priest’ in our terms, but it’s a denominational distinction.” 

    Whatever.  The holy man. 

    “And idea what he wants?” 

    He’s full of zealous fire, Firebrand informed me.  He’s had miracles straight from his god right there in his church.  

    “The miracle of Cameron?” 

    Got me.  He’s not specifically thinking about it, just riding the high. 

    “Odd.  I’d think the shine would’ve worn off by now.  Still, I guess if you fix a local kid, the clergy do get all excited.  It’s what I get for sparking a revival, I guess.” 

    He’s also got a darker thought underneath.  Some unholy rite that killed his sister? 

    “Huh?  Is he talking about a nun?” 

    No, it’s more personal than—hang on, there’s something… got it.  She was his younger sister.  Firebrand made a thoughtful psychic noise.  It’s weird, the way he’s thinking about it. 

    “How so?” 

    It’s… it’s a constant thing.  You know how you get a tune stuck in your head and it stays there, even when you’re thinking of other things?  This is like that, only more so. 

    “I should imagine so, if he’s hot for vengeance.” 

    But he isn’t. 

    “Huh?” 

    He’s on a mission from his deity, not focused on revenge.  The vengeance thing is still there, like his heartbeat, but he’s not consciously thinking about it.  It’s weird, Boss.  Normal human minds don’t do this sort of thing. 

    “Is he insane?  Or manipulated?” 

    All I know is his thinking isn’t working right.  We’d have to hold him down and look him over. 

    “Maybe he’s just a nut.” 

    He’s also a little concerned about being mauled by a dog. 

    “Just because he’s crazy doesn’t mean he’s stupid.” 

    Fair point. 

    “Why is he bothering us with this, anyway?” I grumped.  “Us, specifically, I mean.  Because we know Cameron and Jim?” 

    Beats me.  He’s not thinking about his reasons so much as his goals. 

    “People never think about their reasons.  They just do things.” 

    And you think I’m the cynical one. 

    I grumbled some more and put the book aside before I checked the armory.  Sword or pistol?  In my hands, the sword was more dangerous, but it doesn’t have the same intimidation factor in this culture.  I shrugged on a shoulder holster with my .45, made sure the shotgun was loaded with two rock salt shells ahead of the buckshot, and put a slug shell in my coat pocket.  The remote detonator for the det cord and/or the claymore mines went in another pocket.  I resolved not to use those unless absolutely necessary.  Phoebe likes her flowerbeds.  She’s kept them watered and me away from them all summer.  She’s even been nice enough to teach Rodney how to care for flowerbeds—but only lets him do so under her personal supervision. 

    “Phoebe!” I shouted. 

    “Yes, Pop?” she called back. 

    “Uninvited guests.  Firebrand says they’re not friendly.” 

    Phoebe appeared at her door, hair twirled up in a towel, bathrobe hastily belted around her. 

    “What do you want me to do?” 

    “Be ready to leave.  If they force the issue, we’ll evacuate.  I don’t think it’ll come to that—there aren’t enough of them for a mob—but I’m betting they came straight from church services, so they may be a bit overzealous.  If this turns into a murder scene, there will be no covering it up.” 

    “I understand.  You’ll try to be nice?” 

    “As nice as they will allow.  Armor up and get your gun.” 

    “Zero gringles, Pop,” she assured me, and vanished upstairs.  While I didn’t quite follow the slang, the attitude was unmistakable. 

    I went to the back door and locked it.  There’s a security grate, kind of like a larger, steel version of one of those scissoring child gates.  Mine is mounted on the inside, to hold the door shut and make forced entry take that much longer.  I don’t usually close it because it blocks Gus’s door.  Today, though, I pulled it across and latched it in place just as the doorbell started to ring.  Gus, sent by Phoebe, came down and sat next to me. 

    I looked out through the doorframe’s peephole lens.  Yes, there’s one in the center of the door, but it only tells someone outside where to point the gun.  The exterior frame has some decoration, so the outside end of the fiber optic cable isn’t obvious. 

    Yep, six guys, one of them the reverend, two of them the deacons.  Three cars, all parked in a line along the inside of the circle.  At least Bronze wasn’t blocked in.  I doubted her freedom of movement was intentional.  The mines would ruin her car, but wouldn’t hurt more than her feelings.  She assured me she would get out of the way as quickly as possible if I gave the signal. 

    I picked up the inside end of the intercom phone and cranked it, buzzing the outside phone.  One of them was clearly a former Navy man.  He answered it immediately and, after a moment, put the Reverend on. 

    “Good afternoon,” I offered.  “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” 

    “Open the door.” 

    “Or what?” 

    “Or…” he trailed off, nonplused.  He hadn’t thought so far ahead.  Gus barked and, through the lens, I saw one guy flinch a little.  Not old man Foss.  The other one.  Draper, that was his name. 

    “Look, Reverend, I understand you want something.  You show up with a bunch of guys and demand entry.  I don’t take kindly to that. Nevertheless, if you tell me what you want, I’ll do what I can to give it to you.  But ask politely, because the next demand you make will cause no end of trouble.” 

    “We want to talk to you about the strange happenings at the hospital.” 

    “Okay.  First, what strange happenings?  You’re going to have to tell me about them before I can talk about them.” 

    “Several people saw you in James Abbott’s room the other night.” 

    “Since I haven’t yet paid Jim a visit, I’m a little confused, but go on.” 

    “Someone called upon the powers of darkness and witchcraft in his room!  Terrible forces were unleashed, and Maggie… a nurse at the hospital died when she tried to go in!  Other people saw you through the open door!  And your witch daughter!  Candles, chanting, and God alone knows what else!” 

    Aha! thought I.  He’s talking about the nurse. 

    Well, yeah, Firebrand agreed.  His sister. 

    You could have clarified.  I didn’t realize this had anything to do with the hospital. 

    You do now. 

    Thanks loads. 

    “So… you’re on my property to accuse me and my daughter of witchcraft?” I asked, aloud. 

    “And murder!” 

    “Murder by witchcraft, Reverend?  That’s your accusation?” 

    “Yes!” 

    “Got it.  Thanks.  You’ve just told me you’re a bunch of wackos who want to burn me and my daughter at the stake.  Since we live in a country where killing someone for religious reasons is still murder—premeditated murder, I might add—I’m allowed to defend myself with lethal force.  If you’re not off my property in thirty seconds, I’ll do my best to make sure your bodies are here for the Sheriff to identify.” 

    I hung up the phone as Phoebe started to come downstairs.  I waved her back up and we ignored both the doorbell and the pounding.  The new door and framing would require two husky men, a portable battering ram, and half an hour to get through.  Kicking wasn’t going to bother it. 

    Did this call for the porch pit trap?  No—or not yet, I decided.  It probably wouldn’t require the claymore mines, either.  Not enough people.  You really need a crowd to get the most bang for your buck.  Besides, if Bronze dodged out of the way, they would definitely assume it was witchcraft.  Not that they’d survive to say so. 

    I went upstairs and had Phoebe call the Sheriff.  I went on to the fourth bedroom—it was on a forward corner of the house—and opened the window to look down and to the side.  Past the edge of the portico roof, I saw their lead car and part of a bumper on the second.  I also heard the shouting and the pounding on the door.  They were working themselves up to real violence.  I let them take out their frustrations on the door, just to see if they would get tired of it or rise to a higher level of righteous indignation.  And, of course, to give the Sheriff more time to get here. 

    It became clear they weren’t going to quit.  Two of them started trying to work loose a couple of the ornamental concrete bricks bordering Phoebe’s flowerbeds.  Such behavior was unacceptable, mostly because it would annoy Phoebe.  So I fired a rock-salt load into the windshield of their lead car. 

    They all shouted and—I will never understand this—two of them hurried out from under the portico to see where the shot came from. 

    Side note for anyone being shot at.  If someone shoots in your near vicinity, do not attempt to see the shooter.  Take cover.  The shooter is shooting. Trying to see him is helping him see you.  The first order of business is to not be who he’s shooting at.  Once you have cover, you can decide on options—work toward better cover, return fire, wait until he has to reload to run for it, whatever—but take cover first. 

    I sighted down the shotgun barrel at the Reverend and shouted for him to halt.  Once motion was arrested, I hoped for other arrests. 

    “All of you, listen to me!  I’m going to give you one chance.  Mr. Foss, you and the Reverend get in the lead car.  Anyone—” 

    The Reverend shouted back at me, a remark I will not repeat.  I put a cluster of rock salt mostly into my driveway and partly into his shoes.  It focused his attention marvelously. 

    “Nobody move!” I commanded, racking in a fresh shell and sighting on the Reverend.  “Now, as I was saying.  Anybody makes any funny moves, I’ll send the Reverend straight to Heaven and the morgue before I start on the rest of you.  Foss, take the Reverend and drive away.  Far away.  Out of range, for example.  Then the rest of you can go.” 

    “You can’t get away with this!” the Reverend shouted up, shaking a fist with a metal cross in it.  He shifted from foot to foot, doing the my feet sting but he might really shoot me dance. 

    “You’re accusing me of witchcraft and threatening my life.  You’re trespassing and have been ordered to leave.  You’re committing an act of violence on my door.  I’m being damned reasonable under the circumstances.  I’m now going to shoot you on the count of zero.  Ten.  Nine…” 

    “You and your daughter are in league with the powers of darkness!” 

    “Eight.” 

    “Hell-wrought fiend!” he screamed.  “Murderer!” 

    “Seven…  Six.” 

    Privately, I made a note to examine the Reverend in more detail.  He might be crazy with grief over his sister, but he might also be a victim of someThing’s tampering.  I wish I could tell during the day. 

    As I slowly counted down, Foss tugged at the Reverend’s sleeve, speaking quietly but urgently.  Everyone else edged slowly away from him.  They weren’t stupid, just overeager—and now, faced with the prospect of buckshot, not quite so hyped-up by the Reverend’s rhetoric, either.  I bet a few of them were remembering unpleasantness from the most recent war.  This was a righteous adventure when the Reverend exhorted them, but now it was a homeowner defending himself.  One is very different from the other. 

    “Fiiiiive…” I drew it out.  “Fourrrrr… threeeeee…” 

    Foss prevailed on the Reverend.  They headed for the car with the Reverend fuming and ready to boil again at the slightest provocation.  Either they had the keys or the keys were still in it.  By the count of “one,” they were rolling around the circle, so I decided it was close enough.  They drove out, down the dirt road, and were gone. 

    “Okay, guys.  Sorry I had to do that.  You all okay?  Nobody caught a ricochet?” 

    “No, we’re all fine,” Draper called up. 

    “Good, good.  If I’m going to shoot someone, it should be deliberate,” I told them, sighting in again.  “Now, can anybody explain what the hell is going on?  I admit, I don’t go to church as much as I probably should, but is that any reason to burn me at the stake?  What is this, the nineteen-fifties or the fifteen-nineties?” 

    With the Reverend no longer there and a shotgun pointed at them, it wasn’t difficult to get a more detailed story.  It’s hard to maintain a mob mentality when there’s only four of you and no clear leader. 

    Margaret was the Reverend Culson’s younger sister, hence the personal interest on the Reverend’s part.  From what they told me, during the incident at the hospital there were other people in line of sight of the door.  The weird lighting attracted eyes, so seeing Nurse Hamilton launch backwards from the room was somewhat surreal.  There wasn’t much of a description for Phoebe, but people got to see me just fine.  I was the one standing in the door to close it, after all.  It still wasn’t a great description—tall, thin, dark hair, clean-shaven, dark suit.  One witness reported a dark-haired young woman, but didn’t get a good look. 

    I’m surprised the Reverend picked me.  Then again, Cameron’s miracle probably moved Phoebe and I up his mental list simply by bringing us to his attention.  He’s barely seen me, but Phoebe is memorable.  Then again again, someone pushed Chuck to bother me.  Now the Reverend was acting irrationally.  The same someone might be pushing him, too. 

    Local law enforcement was still investigating the Hospital Incident, of course.  The cops were trying to figure out what happened before arresting anyone.  I have to admire that.  Rather than arrest first and charge later, they want to be able to charge someone with an actual crime and then arrest.  I had some sympathy for them.  Going up in front of a judge and saying the alleged murderer’s weapon is witchcraft isn’t going to fly, not even with a broom. 

    On the other hand, the Reverend said he felt he was bound by a higher law, a moral one.  The hotheaded moralists in his congregation agreed—there are always a few.  They came with him to beard the dragon in its den.  On the other hand, once it became clear taking the Reverend’s word for it would result in a bunch of metal pumped into the chest, survival instincts told morality to go get a cup of coffee. 

    I can’t say I blame them.  Their ears might still be ringing from the shots. 

    About this point in their story, two cars showed up, lights flashing on top and sirens wailing.  One car blocked the front gate, the other pulled up to the house.  The Sheriff and I traded a bit of conversation to the effect of trespassers get what they deserve, please question the people out front, and once they’re gone and the place is safe again, I’ll happily have the whole Sheriff’s department in for tea. 

    It wasn’t unreasonable, and Sheriff Peterson is a reasonable sort.  A scared homeowner in the sticks, hunkering down inside his own house, and armed?  Best to leave them be until they calm down.  Besides, questioning suspects away from other people is standard police procedure.  Get independent testimony and then shuffle their stories together to see where they all match.  It helps sort out the lies and confusion. 

    Meanwhile, in the house, we sorted ourselves out.  No weirdness.  No unusual signs of arms and armor.  We’re perfectly normal civilians. 

    “Hey, Pop?” 

    I put my shotgun back in the locker and stuck my head around the bedroom doorframe. 

    “Yes, Phoebe?” 

    “Thanks for not killing anyone.” 

    “For you?  I do my best.  Bear in mind we now have a local holy man with a grudge and a pulpit.  Along with an angry Jim.  Unconscious people don’t make good witnesses, but he can testify to your ‘witchcraft’ before the big night, if he wants.  Possibly Cameron, but as long as he’s regarded as a miracle, we might not have to worry about it.  We’ve definitely got police involvement in this most recent matter, so there’s suspicion galore.” 

    “You’re saying we should move?” 

    “Yep.  But, as I said, you’re the one who will decide when.” 

    “Damn it, Pop!  This is all a misunderstanding!” 

    “I agree. 

    “I was just trying to help!” 

    “I know.” 

    “The nurse was an accident.” 

    “That’s right.” 

    “Aren’t you going to do anything but agree with me?” 

    “Nope.  I agree completely.  You’re entirely correct.  And the superstitious peasants do not care.” 

    Phoebe stopped, mid-rant.  Her expression was a peculiar one. 

    “They really don’t, do they?” 

    “Nope.” 

    “They don’t understand.” 

    “They do not.” 

    “Maybe we could make them understand?” 

    “Understand what happened, maybe.  But how do you force someone to accept a change in their worldview?  There are still people who believe the Earth is flat.  Others maintain there’s a magic rabbit delivering eggs on Easter.” 

    “Isn’t there?” 

    It was my turn to stop in mid-rant.  There’s a Monster Under the Bed.  There’s a Spirit of Christmas.  I know, because I’ve met both. 

    Is there an Easter Bunny?  How would I know?  When’s the last time I went on an Easter egg hunt?  When’s the last time I went Easter rabbit hunting? 

    What if I look for the Easter Bunny?  If I find it, fine.  If I don’t find one, it doesn’t disprove the existence.  It only proves I haven’t found one. 

    I manfully resisted the temptation to go chase rabbits. 

    “Maybe.  Make it: Some people believe a mutant clover brings them luck, or a bent piece of metal over the door protects the house from evil.” 

    I’m a straight piece of metal in the fireplace, Firebrand interjected.  I protect the house from evil. 

    “You and I are evil.” 

    Okay, from other evil. 

    “Hmm.  Accurate.  Anyway, people have their superstitions.  Convince them otherwise.  Go on.  Come up with a good way to disabuse them of these notions.” 

    “People can’t be that stupid!  We just have to show them the truth!” she insisted. 

    “Like Copernicus?  Or Galileo?  Didn’t Pasteur have a hard time with convincing ‘experts’ how there were little bugs inside people?  Or Kepler with his elliptical orbits?  Avogadro had a number of problems, too.” 

    “Damn!” 

    “While I would normally remind you about your language, I feel you are justified in the usage.” 

    “Not everyone is a superstitious idiot!” 

    “Again, a person versus people.  A person may be intelligent, trustworthy, and wise.  People are rampaging animals, driven by fear of the unknown, who only want safety and comfort.  They’re easiest to deal with in that mode.  Watch out for when they get hysterical and risk self-destructive acts as a mob, though.” 

    Phoebe went back to her room to brood.  I’m not sure if she gets it from me or from being a teenager.  I’ve tried not to brood in the house. 

      

    Sheriff Peterson and I had a long talk in the living room.  His deputies and the remaining micro-mob departed.  The upshot of the interview was for me to explain, in my own words, from my point of view, exactly what happened here, sir?  I did, leaving out a few minor details and making up a couple of others.  I told him Phoebe hid in her room, for example.  In truth, she didn’t hide; she got her gun and prepared to support her Pop if it came down to a shooting match.  I suspect she would have used only rock salt, but if it came down to it, buckshot to the legs isn’t usually lethal. 

    Some things are best left unsaid. 

    I got the impression the Sheriff didn’t enjoy his Sunday afternoon.  He took copious notes on the incident, made sure I had no plans to leave town, and finished with a couple of surprising questions. 

    “What is it you do, Mr. Kent?  For a living, I mean.” 

    “I don’t do anything for a living,” I admitted.  “I own several investments paying periodic dividends and I have a few royalties.  I used to work with electronics, but I inherited a big pile of money.  If I decide to work, I’ll probably find a job as a radio or television repairman.  Sometimes I tinker a little.  For example, Ms. Gauthier teaches music to Phoebe during the week.  She’s got a big, lovely radio in her parlor—one of those hardwood-cased things?  About four feet tall?  You know the type?” 

    “My mother has one,” he agreed.  “I used to sit next to it every day for my favorite radio programs.  She still prefers listening to the radio to these television gadgets.” 

    “Those were the days,” I sighed.  “Well, hers stopped working, so I fixed it for her.  If I had a job, that would be the sort of thing.” 

    “I see.  And where did you live before you moved here?” 

    “England.  I liked it there during the war.  I asked not to be recalled.  After the inheritance, there were tax reasons for moving back to the States.” 

    “And where are you from, originally? 

    “Pennsylvania.  A little place called Unionville, a bit north of State College.” 

    “Where is this college?” 

    “No, no.  State College is the name of a town.” 

    “Oh.”  He wrote that down.  “Thank you, Mr. Kent.  Now, what’s this about a civil suit against the trespassers?” 

    “People keep barging up to my house and either breaking in or making threats.  No more Mr. Nice Guy.  I want the Reverend and his friends arrested, held in jail, and to stand trial.  I’m not holding still for this malarkey any more.” 

    “I’m not sure I have a criminal case.” 

    “Trespassing and assaulting my property?  Intimidation and threats?  If those aren’t criminal, I’ll go ahead with a civil suit.” 

    “You’re being a bit belligerent, don’t you think?” 

    “They were belligerent to me,” I corrected.  “Pursuing legal action is a damn sight better than shooting someone on my lawn.  And the next bunch of bozos who drive through my gate to start kicking in my door—you can see the footprints on it—are getting shot. 

    “And, Sheriff, before you start, I fully understand your feelings on the matter.  Nevertheless, I’m sitting at home, minding my own business, when people come and bother me.  The majority of my driveway is clearly marked to be as discouraging as possible.  Plus, I’ve got something of a reputation, what with the pit trap for Chucklehead’s car.  If they’re coming all the way out here, they mean business and are not to be dissuaded by simply telling them to get off my property.  Criminal charges, jail time, and a civil suit to the tune of umpteen hundred dollars might give people pause, so I’m starting now. If the reverend can’t be a good example, maybe he can be a sufficient warning.  Wouldn’t you agree that’s better for everyone?” 

    “Quite possibly, Mr. Kent,” he said, curtly. He flipped his notebook closed.  “I’ll notify the judge.  Have a good day.” 

    “You, too, Sheriff.” 

    I saw him to the door and waved him goodbye, aiming more in the direction of the hiding observer than the car. 

    Boss? 

    I stepped inside and shut the door. 

    “What’s up?” 

    The Sheriff is wondering if there’s a reason people keep pestering you at home. 

    “He’s a decent cop.  They have to be suspicious.” 

    Yeah, well, now he’s suspicious of you.  The local guardsmen are going to be looking for reasons, now. 

    “Eh.  We’ll leave when Phoebe’s ready.” 

    In case you hadn’t noticed, she’s not thrilled with the idea of leaving. 

    “Yes, I’ve noticed.” 

    Would you like to know why? 

    “I assume she has friends here she doesn’t want to leave.” 

    Partly.  Cameron is one example. 

    “Ah-ah-ah!” I cautioned.  “Her business.  No telling.” 

    Fine, fine.  But the major reason is Swisher. 

    “What about Swisher?  She doesn’t like the Midwest?” 

    It’s exciting here.  Swisher is boring. 

    I sighed and slouched into my recliner. 

    “Apparently, I’m a boring old man.” 

    Huh? 

    “Mary always wanted me to go out and do things.  Come to think of it, everybody I ever knew wanted to go out and do things.  More than I did, anyway.  Hutch and Travis are two good examples, and Mary was the most obvious.  Now Phoebe wants me to hang around where there’s excitement and adventure and really wild things.” 

    Firebrand was silent for a while, but I could tell what it was thinking. 

    “All right!” I agreed.  “You do, too!  I get it!” 

    Look, Boss.  I know you’re not… hmm.  You’re not the hero type.  Going out Hero-ing just isn’t your thing.  But you’re good at it!  Why don’t you do it? 

    “You mean, why don’t I go looking for trouble?  Gee, that’s a tough one.  I can think of a few reasons.  The big one is not knowing if I’m doing the right thing.  Sure, I can, with time and effort, overthrow the tyrant king.  Who’s going to take over?  The chief advisor?  The religious leader?  The prince who’s been scheming to have his father assassinated?  You know, the smartass Mordred type who is trying to conceal his glee at not having anything connecting him to His Majesty’s untimely demise.  Does that sound like a good result? 

    “Or, instead, how about I hunt down and kill the bandits in the eastern forests—wait.  Are those the ones rebelling against the evil baron who is taxing people out of house and home, forcing them to work for him at slave wages just to eat? 

    “Sure, I can slay the necromancer to the north—hold it.  Is he the one animating dead animals to pull plows for the peasantry?  The locals may not realize just how useful, possibly even vital, his necromancy is to their continued survival.  Do I ignore this, kill the necromancer, and import a hundred live horses?  How am I affecting the local economic and agricultural balance? 

    “How about a dragon?  Everybody’s afraid of dragons.  Should I kill them simply because they’re there?  Even if the dragon wants to mind his own business?” 

    Firebrand had no reply.  I sighed and rubbed my temples with my fingers. 

    “Look, Firebrand.  I can effect great changes, but I need to have a deep understanding of the situation, not just the surface appearance.  Even then, if I can’t predict the outcome, I’m afraid to make changes. I’ll be responsible for the results.  This, by itself, is a good and sufficient reason. 

    “But, over and above all of that, I have a unique—hopefully unique—situation.  This damned time-loop thing!  Right now I have the potential to alter my own past and cause terrible paradoxes.  If I screw up something that only looks inconsequential, I might rip open a universe or two—and cease to exist.” 

    You’re worried about your future past? 

    “That’s one way of putting it.  And you’re in the same situation, you know.” 

    Firebrand digested this for several seconds. 

    Well, shit. 

    “You were enjoying watching me squirm when I thought about how paradoxes might be caused or avoided, weren’t you?” 

    Damn it.  I didn’t give much thought to how all this applied to me. 

    I chuckled while Firebrand thought furiously. 

    What about Phoebe?  Isn’t she a huge alteration of the past? 

    “She’s not native to the Earth timelines and we are, by definition, living in a branch, not a mainline.” 

    Doesn’t that mean you can do whatever you want…? 

    “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?  I’m not so sure.” 

    I guess I don’t understand this time travel thing, Boss. 

    “Neither do I, which is why I’m so worried.” 

    Why we are worried, if you please. 

      

    The delays meant we didn’t have lunch at Caramel’s, but we did have dinner.  The rain still pattered down, varying from mist to scattered droplets, but it didn’t require an umbrella for the walk from the car to the café.  Our usual booth was empty and Diane brought us drinks without even asking.  I doubled up on the burgers and Phoebe went for the chicken-fried steak for a change. 

    Mr. Foss was not at the counter.  Either he was still sorting out legal troubles or lurking with the Reverend and plotting to kill the witches. 

    Whups.  There goes my paranoia again.  He could just be staying home and avoiding the muggy weather.  I wouldn’t know. 

    Dinner went well.  Ervin cooks up a great burger and his chicken-fried steak isn’t bad, either.  I numbed my tongue and nose a bit and even enjoyed the ketchup.  Phoebe approved the steak, too.  I tipped Diane well and Bronze drove us home. 

    Nobody was in the yard.  Nobody was in the house.  Our observer, unable to follow us quickly enough, simply camped where he was, had a miserable time in the rain, and took note of our return.  Firebrand and Gus reported a quiet afternoon.  It’s nice to come home to an intact house.  I often take it for granted.  Not tonight. 

      

    I did more work on expanding my voidstation’s structure by marking out a spot on the exterior, inside the spherical bubble of the firmament spells, and shifted in a whole cargo container.  A little tack-welding to attach it, and the station started incorporating the new space. 

    I also made sure the secondary reactor was running power through the spells of the angel trap.  This method of reinforcing a spell takes a lot more time and energy than simply building one, but I already built it as powerfully as I could.  Now the exercise method was the only way to make it stronger. 

    I’m virtually certain I can contain an angel indefinitely—I will have done it later—but I’m not so sure about taking it apart while it’s hemmed in.  Now that I have someplace to keep it, I need methods for studying it.  I don’t feel comfortable being stuck as an undead while I’m trying to look at a shining example of celestialness.  Celestiality.  Celestial being?  Regardless, it could be amazingly uncomfortable. 

    Fortunately, Bronze is a good place to start.  She doesn’t mind me looking at her intently and occasionally poking at her with the question, “Can you feel that?”  She’s not an angel, obviously, but she’s an energy-state being.  I’ll do minor testing of my spell-wrought tools on her and, once I have an actual angel on the rack, I’ll have a head start on tools specifically for them. 

    I wonder if I can get my altar ego to sit still for being a lab rat? 

      

    One other detail.  I looked for the good Reverend overnight.  I got a lock, no problem.  He was in the parsonage or whatever it’s called.  The trouble was when I tried to get a look at him.  My scrying spell encountered the same holy-ground static as when Chuck went to church.  It’s possible the parsonage is close enough to the church, or built on sacred land, or whatever. 

    Opening a mini-gate and simply eyeballing him, though, worked perfectly.  I had to creep up on him, sort of, so as not to have a magical portal open in thin air—at least, not where he could see it.  But opening an actual hole in space to look through wasn’t a problem.  I could, in essence, look him over with a naked eyeball. 

    I could plainly see the distortions in his spirit.  It’s hard to describe exactly what it looks like.  Imagine two colored dyes being introduced to a glass of water.  They slowly swirl around and mix—but there’s a microscope slide suspended in the water.  You can’t see the glass of the slide, but you can see how the swirls of dye are affected. 

    Someone is definitely sending people after me. 

    I wonder why.  Pardon my sarcasm. 

    

  


   
    Monday, June 29th, 1959 

      

    Phoebe went out for the afternoon, citing a double-date with Cameron.  Since Phoebe didn’t give off any sparks with Paul, she helped Harriett arrange to be chased.  Hence the double-date.  Apparently, Harriett has always thought Paul was a “dreamboat”—a metaphor I have never fully understood.   

    “Isn’t that going to make things awkward?” I asked. 

    “Nope.  Paul and I worked it out.  He’s not a bad guy, but also not my cup of tea.” 

    “He’s Harriett’s cup of tea?” 

    “He’s Harriett’s long, tall, cool drink.  Paul never paid her much attention, but I asked him to give her a chance. He was considering asking Lucy out.” 

    “Which one is Lucy?” 

    “Blonde, a little on the heavy side.  Heavier than me, I mean.  She was in my ballet class last year, before Ms. Lindstrom passed away.” 

    “She was a good dance teacher.  Pity.” 

    “You should have come to class,” Phoebe insisted. 

    “It would look weird to have a grown man taking ballet with a bunch of young girls.  Besides, you taught me what she taught you.  It worked out.” 

    “Your penché still isn’t vertical.” 

    “I don’t stretch that far without snapping important things.” 

    “You regenerate.” 

    “How’s your penché?” I asked. 

    “So, Paul was thinking of asking Lucy out until I diverted him toward Harriett,” she continued, changing the subject. 

    “I think I do remember Lucy.  I thought of her more as top-heavy than hefty.  Kind of inconvenient for ballet.  She favored a purple hairband, always frowned while dancing?” 

    “Her concentration frown,” Phoebe agreed.  “She’s really very nice.” 

    “Fair enough.  So Paul’s not dating her?” 

    “Not yet.  Harriett gets first crack at him.” 

    “It’s not the first date, it’s the third.  Nobody’s at their best on the first.” 

    “I know.  Cameron’s going to help by asking Paul to come along and make a fourth on Thursday, too.” 

    “Remind me.  Have I actually met Paul?  I want to say I haven’t, but I’m not sure.” 

    “Only in passing.  Remember last Halloween, at the school party?” 

    “Vaguely.” 

    “He was the blond Frankenstein’s monster.” 

    “I remember the arrow-through-the-head toy he modified to put bolts on his neck.  Also, the terrible Moe Howard haircut.  Tall kid?” 

    “Plus platform shoes.” 

    “I think I remember him now.  During the few seconds we were in proximity, he seemed nice enough.  Short on conversation.” 

    “The monster doesn’t talk much in the movies.  Paul’s in the Drama Club.” 

    “Oh.  It explains the Lurch impression.  Fair enough.” 

    And off she went. Outside, Bronze opened the car door for her.  It was muddy, so Bronze encouraged her to do the driving.  It’s important to practice. 

    I spent a good portion of the day in my headspace, going over more plans for the voidstation.  There were issues to address, from angel containment and dissection to architecture and gravity and life support. 

    Someday, when I have a laboratory angel to work on, I will need not only containment—check that off—but a method to study it without frying my eyeballs.  Unshielded angelic radiance is a lot like sunlight, and I don’t like having my face set on fire.  Never again!  I’m quirky like that.  Or, no… maybe a better metaphor is to treat angels like radioactive materials.  Never get a direct line-of-sight to them.  Never be unshielded.  And never, ever let them loose into the air. 

    I will need spells—the magical equivalent of waldos, those remote arms you see in movies, the ones the scientist is always using from the other side of the glass.  A variety of scrying spells, as well, to observe and record everything it was possible to record, from all angles.  Maybe even a robot or golem to enter the angelic chamber to carry out more complicated tasks.  A human might not go amiss, either, but I would worry about a human suddenly becoming a radioactive containment vessel… 

    I’ll also need a way to escape in a hurry.  And automatically set off the self-destruct when I do.  Little things like survival are important, too. 

    I also have reservations about the universe of my voidstation.  The architecture and gravity are somewhat interrelated.  When I started the project, it was a big, flat thing.  “Down” was arbitrary.  One of the functions of a firmament spell is to keep the rules of the universe in place.  In this case, I copied the known firmament of Rethven.  It’s the only firmament I know, really.  I transplanted it into the voidstation. 

    Now, though, the voidstation has grown.  It’s arranged like a multi-storey building, with upper and lower floors being smaller to fit inside the spherical shell of the spell.  As it continues to grow, it seems less and less practical to have different-sized floors slicing through the sphere like layers in a cake.  Wouldn’t it make more sense to have the outer hull be “up”?  Wherever I stand, the center of the sphere would be “down.”  Adding another floor—another deck?—would merely involve growing another layer over the existing structure, not rearranging and expanding everything just to shoehorn in another room. 

    Prototypes are never perfect.  Ah, well. 

    With an eye to reconfiguring my voidstation, I’ve done considerable work on a new design.  I don’t think I’ll be altering the present layout.  Rearranging the whole interior of the voidstation to accommodate a new gravity paradigm is more work than I want to do.  Never mind how long it will take to complete the physical restructuring, the real issue is figuring out where everything needs to move and the intermediate stages of getting it there.  No. 

    Maybe I should start a second station.  A new one can be designed to have a central gravity setup from the beginning.  It might even be good to have a spare station.  I have a workshop in Zombie World, an experimental lab in Juneau, and a pyramid in the Cretaceous.  Why not two pocket universes? 

    Come to think of it, I told the pyramid to reproduce.  I should check and see how far along the next one is.  I may have two emergency pyramid lairs, with one needing attention to make it comfortable. 

    But a spare voidstation might an extremely good idea.  If my initial interrogation of angels goes wrong, I’ll have a backup spot to try again… after modifications to prevent the previous errors, assuming I survive them.  Live and learn. 

    If I’m going to build another voidstation, I’ll need an appropriate firmament spell—or, rather, enchanted orichalcum ideogram.  I have a fair amount of orichalcum stashed away, thanks to biological warfare and a robotic foundry.  It took me half a dozen overnight trips, but eventually I managed to both figure out and fix the automated foundry unit.  I fed it materials, punched in proportions, answered process queries, and it poured hundred-kilo bars of entirely the wrong alloy. 

    Fortunately, recycling is a thing.  If I had a user manual, it would have gone faster, but I persevered.  Eventually, I did get it to produce the proper alloy.  A little later, after fiddling with it—“What does this button do?”—I had it produce wire, plates, foil, and so on.  It’s easier to mold stuff when it’s already close to the right shape, so why not? 

    I fetched a plate and went out to the barn.  My welding goggles worked quite nicely as an impromptu scrying device.  One lens I set to look at a voidworld—from inside the Firmament—with Earthlike gravity.  The other I left as a normal lens.  This let me examine the Firmament while I copied its effects. 

    I set up my machining equipment and started drawing guide-lines on the plate, working out the proper symbols, as well as their proper size, placement, and orientation.  True, as with most other things, I could magic the metal into the proper shape, but orichalcum is an absolute beast to directly affect magically.  I’d rather drag someone else’s fingernails over a blackboard.  Mine tend to shred the slate.  Best to have the metal pre-formed as closely as possible and save the tricky spell-work for the ultra-fine details. 

    Oh, who am I kidding?  The ultra-fine detail work I’ll do with a laser engraving unit.  Don’t tell the locals I’m carving metal with light.  They’ll assume I’m a creature of darkness, because that makes sense. 

    Why is it people always want to bother me while I’m in the barn? 

    I finished drilling my pilot holes with the drill press and moved the slab to a wire saw table.  I felt an alert go off as a car rolled up to the gate. 

    Firebrand? 

    Four guys want to talk to you.  They’re wondering how much of a beating it’ll take.  There’s a fifth guy observing—the watcher in the woods. 

    Is the observer using binoculars or the rifle? 

    Binoculars. 

    Hmm.  

    They pulled around the circle drive and parked.  I finished threading the cutting wire through a hole in the plate, just as if I didn’t know any of this was happening. 

    The light from the open barn door diminished.  I looked up.  Four men, including one J.M. Harrison, filed in.  Interesting.  Nice to see the boss was the sort to show the personal touch.  I waved and started taking off safety equipment—goggles, hearing protection, and breathing filter.  Metal dust can be bad for you. 

    “Afternoon, gentlemen.  Something I can help you with?” 

    “We’ve got some questions,” Harrison replied. 

    “Tell Dr. Slade to write them out and mail them to me,” I suggested.  “It’ll be a lot less trouble.” 

    He didn’t like that, but he tried not to let it show.  I wondered if this Doctor Slade was manipulated into bothering me.  So far, it’s been Chuck and Culson.  I should check.  No, I should do more than check Slade.  I should spend a night checking a whole lot of people.  Everybody in town maybe. 

    “I dunno about that,” he hedged, not admitting anything.  “I’m kinda curious about your background, Mr. Kent.  Maybe we could have ourselves a chat and clear things up.” 

    As he spoke, he and his heavies moved inside and shut the barn door.  I activated several spells off my amulet and picked up a pipe wrench.  Nobody liked that. 

    “I don’t normally answer questions if they’re asked under threat.  But, since you guys aren’t particularly threatening, I’m willing to listen.” 

    Two of them drew guns, standard Army-issue 1911 automatics.  I couldn’t tell at a glance if they were the originals or the A1 upgrade.  The other two drew blackjacks.  I think they took it personally when I didn’t find them threatening, so they tried harder.  Or maybe it was the wrench. 

    Boss?  You got this? 

    Pretty sure.  We’ll find out in a minute. 

    The flue is open. I can jet out if you need me. 

    Roger that, but be careful not to set the webloft on fire if you come down through the roof. 

    “I don’t hear any questions,” I told them.  They spread out, circling me, which I thought was a bit silly.  It put their own people in the line of fire.  Clearly, I wasn’t dealing with killers.  I was dealing with goons hired for their muscles. 

    “Put down the wrench, Mr. Kent.” 

    “Surely,” I agreed, and tossed it aside.  They visibly relaxed.  “I don’t need it.” 

    “I’m glad you can be reasonable.” 

    “No, you’re not.” 

    “I beg your pardon?” 

    “Because I’m reasonable, I’m aware you want to ask questions.  Therefore, you need me alive.  Shoot me and you get nothing.  And, as a legitimate businessman, you don’t dare shoot me, a homeowner on his property.  Or do you want your Palo Alto office full of cops asking questions, Mr. Harrison?  Do you want your files searched?  How much of an investigation can you stand?  Especially when my lawyer’s firm names you as the agent of Dr. Slade in the event of my injury, death, or disappearance?” 

    As I spoke, I backed slowly away from him, as though moving away from his gun.  This brought me close to his other gunman.  When I addressed Harrison by name, his face betrayed his surprise and dismay.  I’m guessing he has a guilty conscience—or is guilty of other legal transgressions—and doesn’t want his files examined by the authorities.  It’s hard to put a magnetic spike through records when they’re not digital. 

    I spun in place while he was distracted, seized and disarmed his pistoleer, and continued my turning movement to use him as a human shield.  I poked my victim three times, targeting nerve clusters, to elicit a grunt, an eep! noise, and unconsciousness.  Once he went into a sort of quivering limpness, I tossed him half the width of the barn toward Harrison. 

    Suspicion confirmed.  They weren’t killers.  They really were here to intimidate and interrogate. 

    The other two moved in with blackjacks while Harrison—he was the other one with a gun—half-caught, half-cushioned his fellow.  Harrison did not fire, not even by accident.  He handled the weapon like he knew what he was doing.  I thought he might. 

    I convinced his hirelings to find new lines of work.  One of them, slightly faster, swung for my head, a full-armed roundhouse swing.  I blocked with my forearm, slapped my hand alongside his head, and shoved it sideways and down while bringing up my knee.  The maneuver is lightning-fast and generally sloshes brains around well enough to take someone out of the fight. 

    The other goon didn’t get me in the head.  He hit me in my other arm, presumably trying to either break it or simply disable it.  It hurt like hell, I’ll give him that, but my flesh and bones are made of sterner stuff than mortals.  I caught his hand in mine on his second swing, punched him in the face to stun him, and turned him around, forcing his arm up behind him.  My other hand held him by the belt so he barely touched the floor.  Blood ran down and dripped from his chin; I broke his nose.  He struggled a bit but went nowhere.  With him as a human shield, I addressed my remarks to Harrison. 

    “Mr. Harrison, I’m pretty sure you don’t want to shoot me.  I’m almost certain you don’t want to shoot your own guy.  Fortunately for me, I don’t care one way or the other.  You can drop the gun and have a civilized discussion or I will take it away from you and have a most uncivilized one.” 

    He shot me.  Well, he tried to.  He advanced a step, took careful aim past my human shield and, at a range of ten feet, missed cleanly. 

    Of course I had my deflection spell running.  I’m not an idiot. 

    I replied by charging forward.  As we approached, I flung Goon #3 at Harrison.  Harrison tried to duck aside.  He almost dodged the flung flunky and he did keep his footing, but then I was too close to avoid.  I grabbed him by the gun hand and turned it sharply and rather farther than it was meant to go.  He fired a shot, either involuntarily or in an attempt to startle me into releasing him.  Instead, I twisted farther, whacked him in the throat to give him other things to think about, and removed the gun from his hand.  A moment later, he took a brief, semi-circular journey through the air and landed hard.  His breath exploded hard enough to disturb the layer of cobwebs all along the underside of the loft. 

    I admit I don’t look up as often as I should.  It’s a weakness I’ve been working on.  I don’t think the old gag of a bucket on a partly-opened door will get me, but there are more subtle things to trip me up.  It is comforting to know, though, that most other people don’t do it any better than I do.  As he hit the ground, he was somewhat stunned and facing up. 

    A few thousand spiders looked at him, their eyes gleaming in the light. 

    Well, I have to keep them somewhere, don’t I?  Spider-silk doesn’t grow on trees.  Okay, yes, sometimes it does, but it’s bad for the tree.  Nobody was using this loft, so I had my spiders take it over.  Hence it’s a webloft, not a hayloft. 

    He tried to scream, but all that came out was a breathless squeaking noise and some urine.  I used Harrison’s gun as a club, reducing the average level of consciousness to something slightly below “asleep.” It’s awkward to tie people up when they’re resisting.  It’s even more awkward when you’re trying to cut their clothes off before you tie them up.  It gets you talked about.  And most people don’t take kindly to being absolutely covered in spiders. 

    And I do mean “covered.”  Spiders crawling over other spiders levels of covered. 

    In short order, four men were standing, sort of, against one wall.  Each was braced along a leaning plank, with rope tying their wrists behind.  They were also spiderwebbed thickly, around and around, until the only thing visible was the space between the eyebrows and the lower lip.  A spring-clamp, like an oversized clothespin, held a rag in place for Mr. Broken Nose. 

    I threaded the cutting wire and started work on the plate while healing spells worked slowly on my damaged captives.  When they started to come around, the spiders were still going, adding more layers of web.  I wanted the men to have no doubts as to how awful things could get. 

    When they realized their predicament, they immediately struggled.  One of them screamed and spiders went into his mouth.  After a minute of chewing and gagging and coughing, I gently pointed out that people who open their mouths while covered in spiders generally get what they deserve. 

    Lips turn white when you clamp them together.  It’s a blood flow thing.  There were a few near-silent sobs and a lot of streaming tears.  I kept working on my firmament plate.  They were surprisingly patient and very quiet, aside from some whimpering whenever a spider ran over a naked eyeball. 

    Ignoring them reinforced the impression of their complete helplessness.  I finished cutting the small section in question, unthreaded the cutting wire, and put the plate to one side. 

    “Now then, gentlemen.  Everyone awake?  Good.  If I might have your attention?  Thank you.  Four armed men came into my barn and accosted me.  These four carried guns, blunt instruments, brass knuckles, knives, and a surprising amount of cash.” 

    I put the cash in a metal bucket and lit it with my welding torch.  I wasn’t worried about the webbing in the barn.  It’s not Firebrand-proof, but I have spells to lower my fire hazard.  While the money burned, I continued. 

    “Anybody who thinks what you were doing was in any way legal, please make a noise.”  I dialed the flame to a clear blue as I spoke.  “Any noise at all.  Please.” 

    I got no takers.  No one opened his mouth or even whimpered.  If not for the hiss of the welding torch, we could have heard the spiders. 

    “Since we’re all in agreement, I’m sure you’ll also agree sending three of those four men away naked—but alive, and with all their important body parts unburnt—is surprisingly fair-minded of me.  I mean, I could leave these men where they are and call the police.  Or I could bleed them like any animal and bury them under the floor.  Or,” I added, as I encouraged a lot of spiders to run around, “all their vital fluids could be sucked out and their desiccated corpses burned like their cash.” 

    No one actually said anything, but the whimpering implied unanimous disapproval of the last option. 

    “So, naked, intact, and running for dear life?  Yes?  I think this is amazingly reasonable.  Anyone who disagrees, please make a noise.  Any noise.” 

    Again, we were all in agreement. 

    “Good, good.  Here’s what I’m going to do.  I’m going to cut three of you loose so you can run away.  If you’re quick, you may even get out of the yard before the dog notices you’re here.  Don’t try for the car.  Go for the gate.  I’d say you have at least fifty-fifty odds of getting away with your dangly bits unbitten.  Aren’t those better odds than anyone in your position would expect?  Yes?  Yes.  I’m glad we agree. 

    “Therefore, I’m going to open the barn door, get both your guns ready, and make slashes along one edge of each plank.  You need to fold back the layer, like a sticky blanket, and run for it as quickly as you can.  And if you ever have the urge to come back, bear in mind two things:  First, I’ll kill you.  Second, I will kill you.” 

    I did as I said, cutting the rope around their wrists first, then making a cut down one side of each plank.  They struggled with the spiderwebbing for a moment, freed themselves, and beat feet.  One, two, three naked men ran for it.  No shouting, no screaming, just a quiet, desperate flight for the fence and freedom. 

    Either their wives will have to do all the future spider-killing, or they’ll burn their own houses down.  I’m not sure which. 

    Gus watched from the back porch, whining the whole time, forepaws dancing and tail blurring in eagerness.  Once the three were out of sight, he padded down to the barn, sat in front of Harrison, and smiled.  Well, he showed a lot of teeth. 

    I waved at the observer in the woods and closed the barn door. 

      

    My prisoner leaned there, webbed to his plank, without much argument.  I lowered him to the floor and let him lie there for a half-hour or so.  Gus kept an eye on him.  Gus isn’t just an attack dog.  He really is a guard dog.  Gus smiled at him from a range of about four inches. 

    I got more work done on my firmament plate while ignoring him.  Eventually, I went into the house for a few things. 

    I parked a chair next to Harrison, sat down, and readied a clipboard.  He glared at me until a spider ran up his face.  He shuddered.  Gus, he could handle.  A ceiling full of spiders watching him was another matter.  And that one light-footed little guy skittering with feathery little legs up one cheek and between his eyebrows… 

    “Dear Sir,” I began, speaking aloud while scribbling on the paper.  “On the afternoon of Monday, June 29th, 1959, Mr. J.M. Harrison, private investigator, and three of his hired lackeys, at the behest of one Dr. Slade of Sacramento—” I broke off momentarily when Harrison tried to interrupt.  I worked the slide on one of the pistols and fired a round into the plank, just above his head.  He quieted. 

    “Where was I?  Oh, yes,” I resumed, picking up my pen.  “—did trespass on my private property and unlawfully enter my barn.  In the barn, they threatened me with firearms and blunt instruments—no, that doesn’t sound right.  ‘Other weapons?’  Yes, that sounds better.  With firearms and other weapons, possibly pursuant to kidnapping or murder. 

    “I do not know the reason Dr. Slade hired them to do so, but they assaulted me and attempted to inflict injury or death upon me.  Therefore, in the event of my death or extended disappearance, Mr. Harrison and his employer, Dr. Slade, should be thoroughly and deeply investigated as the most likely suspects.” 

    I rearranged the papers on the clipboard and carefully rewrote the letter.  I pulled the bottom sheet from under the carbon paper, folded it, and put it in an envelope. 

    “Now,” I continued, “I’m going to turn you loose.  You’re going to deliver the carbon copy to Dr. Slade and I’m going to deliver the original to my lawyers.  Understand?” I asked.  He nodded. 

    “The spiders are all up in the loft,” I told him, “so you can answer aloud, please.  Do you understand?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Good.  And I’m sorry you got into this mess.  I know you’re only trying to do a job.  If this was your idea, you’d already be in small packages in the freezer.  As it is, I’m letting you go with a headache and a warning.” 

    “Warning?” he asked.  I guess I can’t blame him for being a little slow on the uptake.  Sloshed brains don’t come back into equilibrium quickly. 

    “The next time you cause me trouble, you’re going to lose an organ.  You get to pick.  I’ve been studying anatomy and I’d enjoy trying to find some of the more obscure ones, so give it serious thought.  I’m hoping it’s one I can remove and show to you while you’re still in a condition to appreciate it, but it’s not a requirement.  Do we have a meeting of the minds?” 

    He nodded, but didn’t say anything.  I was expecting a witty rejoinder, but, well, sloshed brains, a host of spiders, and a mouth full of dog teeth in close proximity… 

    I cut him free.  He rolled himself slowly out of the web and onto the floor.  He sat there for several seconds, slowly peeling spiderweb out of his hair.  He must have had one of the three great headaches of the century.  I pointed a gun at him while Gus pointed a muzzle at him.  We let him recover his composure if not his dignity. 

    “Do you think you can drive?  Or should I call the Sheriff to give you a ride?” 

    “I’ll drive, if it’s all the same to you—if I can have a few minutes.” 

    “Certainly.  Give my regards to your guy in the hunting blind.  You can pick him up as you leave.  Maybe he should drive,” I suggested.  Harrison nodded, carefully. 

    “I want my…” he began, and reconsidered.  He glanced up.  My spider collection looked back.  That’s a hell of a lot of eyes.  He chose his words with care.  “May I please have my car keys?” 

    “Now that was surprisingly polite.  I like to encourage politeness, so yes, you may.”  I tossed them to him.  He tried to catch them but only knocked them out of the air.  He wasn’t at his sharpest, and who can blame him?  He stooped to recover them and left without further ado, walking slowly to the car and driving just as slowly to pick up his observer.  Gus and I watched as the observer went back to collect the netting and other sundries.  With everything loaded in the car, the observer drove.  They didn’t even wave goodbye. 

    No fatalities.  I hoped Phoebe would be proud of me.  Firebrand wasn’t, but it didn’t have any appreciation for legal hassles and witnesses, either. 

    I did start a spell to form deep holes under the barn’s floor, though.  If things kept on like this, I might want to dump someone in a hole purely for the intimidation value. 

      

    Phoebe and Cameron were in the house by the time I finished enchanting the additional firmament plate.  I heard them—well, I heard the stereo playing records—even over the electric gizmo I used for grinding and polishing.  To be fair, the gizmo is surprisingly quiet,. 

    Cameron was getting around on crutches instead of in a wheelchair, but he still wasn’t ready to dance.  As I passed through the living room, they both greeted me from the sofa and I urged them to go on as if I wasn’t there.  I went up to the shift-closet, shipped the plate to the voidstation on its own, and went down to the basement to do a little scrying. 

    Harrison and his spy picked up his naked, hiking flunkies somewhere along the road.  When I scried on Harrison, he was alone, fully dressed, and on his way to deliver the letter.  Dr. Slade was just barely home when Harrison arrived.  He read the carbon copy and did not enjoy it.  He and Harrison traded unfriendly words about whose idea this was and who was ultimately responsible.  The result was a final bill and a termination of employment. 

    Dr. Slade went into his study and brooded over the letter.  Well, he tried.  He wasn’t good at brooding.  Amateur. 

      

    Phoebe and Bronze ran Cameron home later in the evening.  When Phoebe got back, she hunted me down. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yo.” 

    “I’ve been thinking.” 

    “Good.  It’s an excellent habit.  What have you been thinking about?” 

    “A lot of things.  Most of them are related.” 

    “Should I sit down?” 

    “Maybe.” 

    We relocated to the living room.  I took the sofa.  Phoebe occupied the chaise lounge and Gus lay down on her feet. 

    “Pop, I’ve been thinking it over, and I don’t want to live in Swisher.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Don’t get me wrong.  Swisher looks like a quiet, happy little town.  I don’t doubt it’s a perfect spot to have a quiet little life.  But I’ve been doing some hard thinking and I don’t think I want a quiet little life.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “I mean, I’ve had one,” she went on.  “You’ve done a good job of picking places to live where there’s nothing… I don’t know.  Where there’s a semi-idyllic atmosphere?  It’s always been peaceful.  And Swisher is no exception.  I mean, I don’t object to having a vacation home there, but I don’t want to live there.  Or, to put it another way, I don’t feel like I can live there.  All I can do is reside.  Stay there.  Exist.  However I describe it, it’s being there, not living there.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “I want to explore a little.  Maybe live in Tauta for a while.  Maybe go visit Orrysa for a month or two.  Heck, I could live in your Zombie World for a while and see how it works out.” 

    “It’s not my Zombie World,” I pointed out.  “I just have property.” 

    “Whatever.  I might like being a zombie hunter.  I liked it when we visited strange places.  That mining town was fun, even if you didn’t take the sheriff job.  Or the Japan where we went to see the Imperial Palace.  I so wanted you to be a samurai!  I also liked the place with the magic crystals and giant, steam-powered suits of armor.  I want to live somewhere like that!” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Actually,” she corrected herself, “I might not want to live in any of those places.  What’s important, what I’m getting at, is I don’t want to live anywhere like Swisher.” 

    “Okay,” I agreed. 

    “Maybe we could search around and find someplace you think of as reasonably safe,” she went on, “or safe enough to keep you from worrying—at least, not worrying a whole lot—but with enough differences to be interesting.  Maybe one of the technology worlds.  Pop, I just don’t think I can stand to live in another world like all the ones I already have.  I want to see new places and do new things.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “It’s not that I want to leave right now,” she added, hurriedly.  “I’m planning ahead.  I see we’ve got a witchcraft thing going on.  A lot of people were giving me looks while I was out.  I don’t think Cameron, Paul, or Harriett noticed, or knew what was going on if they did.  It’s not a big thing, but I’m sure there are rumors circulating.  I get it; we’re going to have to move, and probably move soon.  I only want to get it out there how I don’t want to live in Swisher.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Another thing. I have a problem with Cameron.  It’s not an actual problem,” she added, in a rush.  “I like him.  I’ve always liked him.  You know it.  Now I’m really starting to wonder how much I like him.  Plus, I’m trying to give Harriett a good shot at Paul, so I don’t want to leave for at least a week, maybe more.  When it comes right down to it, I don’t really want to leave and it doesn’t help to know we’re moving somewhere similar enough to be boring.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “I’m serious, Pop!  I’ve looked Swisher over until I’m sick of the place!” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Okay?  You keep saying that.  What do you mean ‘okay’?” 

    “I mean ‘Sure, if you say so.’  We’ll live somewhere else.” 

    “We will?” 

    “We’ll establish housekeeping in Swisher—a nice, boring place—and use it as a home.  Then we’ll do some traveling abroad.  The neighbors don’t need to know we’re out of their world.  People have different-sized worlds.  For most people, leaving the state is pretty much the same as leaving the planet.  For others, leaving town is all it takes.  I’m okay with finding you a few places to stretch your capabilities.  I’ve been waiting for you to decide you were ready.” 

    “Oh.” 

    “Why do you think we’ve toured such a wide variety of places?  To give you a taste of what sort of world you’ll someday choose to live in.  You’re becoming an adult.  You’ll want your own place, sooner or later, and you’ll have to decide where you want it.  Why do you think I had you do the survey of Swisher?  So you’ll have experience picking out where you want to live on a more permanent basis.” 

    “Does this mean I don’t go to college?” 

    “You might.  Being a student gives you opportunities.” 

    “And I can get a degree in a mundane subject?” 

    “An education is more important than a degree.  You’ll study if it suits you, but there will come a day when you’re a woman grown and want to move out of Daddy’s house to live your own life.  I used to have parents of my own.  I know how they can be difficult, after a while.” 

    “I’m not ready to live alone,” she decided, but my ears, psychic and otherwise, are sharp.  I detected an undertone of uncertainty.  I pretended not to hear. 

    “Well, perhaps with someone.  Cameron might volunteer.  If you decide to live with someone, it’ll be a world of hurt harder to keep your comings and goings private.  Bear this in mind.” 

    “Is that why you never tried to hide it from me?” 

    “Hide what?” 

    “You keep stepping out to other universes, Pop.” 

    “I keep in touch even when I’m not here.  Besides, even if I wanted to try and hide it, we’ve always been a psychic household.  Trying to keep secrets around here is like trying to bail out a rowboat with a colander.  So let me emphasize this:  your future husband—always assuming, of course—had better be either okay with your witchery or be someone worth giving it up for.” 

    “And I thought picking where to live was the most serious thing I would ever discuss,” she sighed.  “Now I need to think of a career, a family, and where to live.” 

    “I can one-up forever,” I told her.  “Not intentionally, you understand.” 

    “You know, Pop, sometimes I think you’re an evil genius.  Then I remember you’re not evil.” 

    “I’m not a genius, either.” 

    “No?” 

    “I’m just highly skilled and have long experience.” 

    “I’m not so sure,” she demurred.  “Maybe you’re a genius at certain things?” 

    “Hmm.  I’m not sure that fits the definition, but I can go with it.” 

    She pushed herself upright and Gus rolled lazily off her feet.  She came over to my chair and kissed the top of my head. 

    “For a man who can see through the deepest dark, you have a hard time looking into yourself.” 

    “That’s because when I have a reflection, I can’t see through the dark.  You get along.  I have some anti-witch-hunt work to do.” 

    “Okay.  And can we go together on a visit to Tauta again?” 

    “If you like.” 

    “Thanks, Pop!” 

      

    About three in the morning, Gus scratched at the basement door.  I was looking through a mini-gate with my VampVision™ at various people and not liking what I saw.  I dismissed my spell to see what Gus needed.  He led me out back and to the batting cage.  Tangled in the layers of coarse netting behind the batter’s box, down low, where the netting was loose and slack, was a frightened and exhausted owl.  Big one, too.  Grey with a sprinkling of black, with big, round feathery rims about the eyes.  It didn’t like being tangled and it certainly didn’t like Gus. 

    I looked at the owl.  It looked back. 

    “How did you get yourself in there?” I asked. 

    Whoo! 

    “You, you silly bird.  Hold still.” 

    I remembered when Phoebe was about six, I think.  I know Gus was full-grown, anyway.  A fawn had stumbled onto the property, lost and alone.  Phoebe walked up to it and petted it.  It allowed her to.  I don’t know why.  Small children like me.  Animals like Phoebe.  She even gets along with cats if I’m not around.  While she petted the thing, Gus came up and sniffed it and it held still for it. 

    She and Gus tracked the fawn—okay, Gus tracked the fawn—back to where it got separated from its mother, then tracked the mother.  The doe and fawn were reunited after four hours of Phoebe’s steady trudging through the woods.  Gus led an exhausted Phoebe back to the house.  I fed them both and put one to bed. 

    When Phoebe left the property, Gus alerted me through his collar and I scried on him to see what he wanted, so I watched most of their adventure in a mirror.  I had no problem with the adventure itself, but if anything went wrong, well… she was six at the time.  There was no way in hell she was going off into the woods, even with Gus, if I wasn’t watching over her. 

    Standing by the batting cage, I looked at Gus.  Gus thought the owl needed help.  Phoebe would want to help it.  Since Phoebe was asleep, he got me. 

    This is what happens when you have a dog smarter than many people. 

    I sighed and directed a considerable amount of attention at the owl, making sure it knew I was cutting it loose.  I also fished out the dead squirrel—no doubt the cause of the tangling problem.  I snipped at the mesh of the net with my fingernails, slicing them one at a time.  In retrospect, it would have been quicker to go inside and find scissors, but it didn’t think it was that bad a tangle, at first.  Then, when I realized the true scope of the problem, I was too far into it to want to fetch scissors. 

    It’s a good thing my fingernails are sharp. 

    Ten minutes later, when the last of the netting came free, the owl flapped once, jumped onto the rim of the batting cage, and regarded me.  I had been telling it to keep calm and I’d fix everything.  Now it regarded me with a surprised expression.  I’m not sure it had any other expression.  It sat there and looked at me steadily. 

    I listened carefully.  It seemed to be aware of the feather damage the netting did.  So I slowly, gently, took one wing, extended it, and brushed the feathers with my fingertips.  And tendrils.  And a healing spell.  The feathers pulled themselves together, smoothed out, and aligned themselves properly.  I repeated the process on the other wing. 

    “Anything else?” I asked.  It wondered whoo I was asking before it pounced on its squirrel and settled down to eat.  I always thought they took their prey back to the nest to eat it.  Maybe it depends on the species. 

    I headed for the garage.  A few minutes later, using various scrap lumber and a handsaw—a handsaw is quiet, so it wouldn’t wake Phoebe—I constructed an owl box. 

    I would have bat boxes on the barn, but the spiders compete with them for insects.  The owl would still be welcome. 

    He finished his meal and was about to depart when I told him about the owl box.  I hung it on the barn wall, up high, near the rear doors of the hayloft.  He glided around the barn and examined it, pronounced it excellent, and promptly made it his home. 

    Problem solved.  It would cut down on the mice in the barn, too.  They didn’t go into the loft.  It’s like the survivors learned to avoid the spiderwebbing. 

    I went inside with Gus. 

    “You’re a softie,” I told him.  He agreed and, in his fashion, observed how I was, too, before he padded quietly into the house and up to Phoebe’s room.  Phoebe was still sound asleep.  I went back to the basement to continue my remote checks for psychic tampering.

  


   
    Tuesday, June 30th, 1959 

      

    The Sheriff called me down to his office at the courthouse.  Phoebe and I were in the middle of brunch when the call came.  I finished quickly, dressed in my best—my only—black suit, and took the pickup truck so Bronze could stay with Phoebe.  I wasn’t too worried about me, but I wanted a lot of firepower available to Phoebe.  Not only for her protection, but as a rescue party if I did have troubles. 

    The Sheriff was one of the people I looked over.  At night, asleep, I couldn’t tell what was altered in him.  The fact something was altered was easy enough to find, but without some conscious movement of his spirit through the… damaged?  Folded?  Through the modified area, I couldn’t even begin to tell what effect it might have. 

    There was a small crowd at the courthouse.  Most of them were well-dressed, upright-looking citizens.  More like uptight citizens.  Someone’s been exhorting the faithful, pounding the pulpit, and spreading rumors.  This is what I get for being a quiet sort, keeping mostly to myself.  I admit, I do own a chainsaw, an axe, and a shovel, but one shouldn’t make assumptions.  I wondered how many of the crowd were modified and how many were simply propagandized into outrage. 

    I parked the truck and headed for the door, whereupon the crowd—not quite a mob—pointed fingers, shook fists, and yelled at me.  Since they weren’t throwing anything, I ignored them with dignity. 

    After marching past the crowd and into the courthouse—a deputy guarded the door—I found my way to the Sheriff’s office only to be redirected to the judge’s chambers.  The Sheriff and the judge were in conference with the Reverend Culson. 

    “That’s him!” 

    I stood in the doorway and closed my mouth, swallowing the formal greetings and regarding the finger leveled at me like a lance.  I pointed a finger at myself and wore my best “Who, me?” expression.  The Reverend continued to point at me. 

    “Him!  He’s the one who threatened to shoot me!” 

    It took the Sheriff and the judge—Judge Parker, according to the door and the nameplate on the desk—together to calm him down enough to let me take a seat.  A seat as far from the Reverend as space permitted.  I mentally admonished my shadow to be on its absolute best behavior, which is something that always strikes me as peculiar.  I’m still not sure if it’s a semi-independent entity or not.  Maybe I was really admonishing myself to keep my calm, centered, morning-meditation attitude. 

    Earlier in the day, the Reverend made bail.  I was surprised, considering he was charged with crimes ranging from trespassing to inciting to riot.  I wouldn’t think a small church had so much cash lying around.  Maybe they took up a special collection.  After being released from his cell, he got on his holy high horse and demanded to face his accuser, as well as preferring charges against me for pointing a shotgun when all he wanted to do was have a civil conversation. 

    Once the Reverend had his story out in front of the judge, the judge shut him up.  Preachers do tend to keep talking.  It did not escape my notice how the Reverend failed to mention the whole murder-by-witchcraft accusation.  That’s something you use to incite the peasants, not to make your case in a modern court. 

    Two hundred years ago?  Maybe. 

    “Mr. Kent?  Would you care to give me your side of this?” 

    “Of course, Your Honor.”  So I told my side of the tale again, starting with the first visit from the Reverend and the decline in civility of the second visit.  Unlike the Reverend, I had no problem with bringing up his accusations of murder-by-witchcraft.  This raised the Judge’s bushy, grey eyebrows, but he didn’t comment.  I also added, “You might want to discuss with the Sheriff about the origins of the footprints on my front door during the Reverend’s so-called ‘peaceful discussion’.” 

    “I’ve already read the Sheriff’s report,” he assured me.  “We’re here to get your stories directly before I decide whether or who winds up in a formal hearing.  Do you have anything else to add?” 

    “Actually, yes.  If you’ll check the car I shot, you’ll find I used a rock salt load.  While I did threaten to shoot the Reverend, it was with another load of rock salt.  I simply didn’t tell them.  All I wanted was for them to go away.” 

    I didn’t add that, had they succeeded in kicking in the front door, none of them would have survived.  There’s an art to winning a courtroom argument and a lot of it involves shutting up. 

    The judge drummed his fingers on a typewritten stack of papers, eyes flicking back and forth between me and the Reverend.  At last, he sighed and leaned forward, clasping his hands on his desk. 

    “Gentlemen, clearly there are deeper issues here than charges of trespass and allegations of threats.  Reverend, it seems to me you’re bothering this man for some reason.  If I weren’t in my position, I’d ask why.  But the ‘why’ of the matter doesn’t enter into the current legal issue.  Whatever the reason, Reverend, I suggest you either settle the matter like grown men or file a civil suit.  In the meantime, preacher—” he pointed at Reverend Culson, “—stop bothering the man.  And you, Kent—” he pointed at me, “—stop threatening to shoot him.” 

    He held up both hands to shut us up before we could even start to talk. 

    “I know, I know.  He started it.  He’s responsible.  He’s the one.”  He shook his head and sighed.  “I’ve been a judge for nigh on twenty years now and I’ve heard the particulars of every sort of feud before. I’m not going to hear another one today.  So let me put this another way.  Reverend, if you go on the man’s property again and we find your buckshot-blasted corpse there, he’s going to get off on self-defense.  Now shut up. 

    “As for you, Kent, you stay away from the Reverend—especially if you’re carrying a gun.  He’s to stop giving you an excuse to shoot him.  You’re not to go looking for one.”  Judge Parker looked over his glasses at Culson, then at me.  “Make space for each other.  Don’t go quibbling like schoolchildren, either.  Anything further will be met with the full weight of the law.”  He turned to the Reverend.   

    “The laws of the city, county, state, and nation, Reverend.  You want justice according to the laws of God, go pray for it—and leave it to Him.  ‘Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.’  Romans twelve, verse nineteen.”  He sat back and tucked the papers into a folder.  The Reverend, by contrast, looked as though his hair was about to catch fire.  I don’t think he liked having scripture quoted at him, especially relevant scripture.  Judge Parker finished up. 

    “That’s all for now.  No doubt I’ll see both of you—or the survivor—in here again soon.  Sheriff, get them out of here and away from each other.” 

    I was particularly glad he added the injunction to the Sheriff.  I didn’t want to go back through the crowd without an escort.  More to the point, I didn’t want to go out there with the Reverend present and only the Sheriff for protection.  I knew the Sheriff had something altered in his thinking, but he was nobody’s fool.  He escorted the Reverend to the office for some final paperwork.  This gave me a head start with Deputy Simmons.  The deputies didn’t have anything altered in their minds—or nothing I could see while they were asleep—so I didn’t feel too worried. 

    Deputy Simmons walked me out the front doors.  The shouting of the almost-mob was audible even before, chanting, “Burn the witch! Burn the witch!”  There were more of them than before.  No doubt word spread about my arrival. 

    They were facing a man on a soapbox.  Clearly, a member of the clergy and a disgustingly handsome specimen.  Blond, tall, broad-shouldered.  The church honcho from Sacramento?  Possibly.  I took note of him, just in case.  When the door opened, everyone turned in my direction, still chanting. 

    The deputy on door duty helped to part the crowd.  Nobody had to draw a gun, but people were reluctant to stand aside, shouting and shaking fists.  The heaviest thing they hurled was insults.  The blonde-haired, blue-eyed clergyman stayed quiet and simply watched.  The lawmen got me to my truck and I escaped without further incident. 

      

    Late in the afternoon, Hurricane Phoebe made landfall on the porch.  She slammed the front door and stomped up the stairs. 

    I queried Bronze.  Bronze would like a good wash, please, since some ungentlemanly sorts had the bad grace to throw various types of food at her.  While she could sizzle it all off, it would be easier if I could do a quick clean.  I agreed. 

    Clearly, Phoebe is also regarded as a witch.  Or so rumor would have it.  There’s more than a grain of truth to it, but they don’t know that. 

    I went outside while Bronze pulled around back.  I hosed her off and worked a little magic to make sure all the little grooves and ridges in her trim were clean.  She steamed slightly, drying herself. 

    As for Phoebe, she’d tell me about it when she was ready.  Clearly, we weren’t going to Tauta today.  I called up the stairs to her and didn’t get a reply.  She might not have heard me over the record player.  She also might be up there for a while. 

    She’s familiar with digital music players, but she likes vinyl.  Good thing, since I didn’t want integrated circuit technology wandering through a vacuum-tube culture. 

    Rather than sit and wait on her teenage mood to change, I left word with Firebrand, adjusted my timeclock, and went to do additional prep work in Swisher. 

    For me, this is like doing some woodwork out in the shed.  We are not a normal household. 

    As for this relocation, I’ve got a new wrinkle.  How about I draw lines around the turbine generator in the basement, for example, and link it to a destination space in the new house?  Once it transfers, I’ll still have to hook it up, but it’ll be physically present and require nothing more than connections.  It beats wheeling the thing out to the barn. 

    Dang.  The house in Swisher doesn’t have a basement.  Well, there are ways around that.  I can keep the turbine in the shed—no, the garage.  The shed is some kid’s playhouse.  By the time we get a second vehicle, we should have enough of a basement to house the generator, at least. 

    I can set one-shot spells around the Shasta house to make things vanish.  A recliner, for one.  Come to think of it, if I had a suitable space in Iowa, I might just relocate everything in the basement in one go. 

    Hold it. 

    Why can’t I just relocate the whole basement?  I mean, I’d be switching the current basement for a big volume of dirt, but there’s no reason it wouldn’t go.  It’ll be more power-intensive, true, since the spell’s edges will have to overcome mechanical and maybe some chemical bonds as it removes a portion of a solid object—the ground.  I haven’t really experimented with what happens when you try to cut things apart with gate spells and shift-boxes. 

    No, on second thought, I better not.  Not until I do some more research.  While the house in Shasta might not mind so much, if I do it right, the one in Swisher might.  Shasta would get a big block of dirt put under it.  Swisher would get a large, open space.  I’d have to do serious preparation work and a lot of detailed, finicky measurements.  In principle, it should be doable.  In practice, there are problems.  Story of my life. 

    Phoebe’s aversion to Swisher, however, keeps weighing on my mind.  If she likes magical worlds, we can visit Tauta for a while.  Nobody recognized her and I don’t think anyone connected her to Renata, even by resemblance.  Renata was a bit more delicate.  Phoebe is already taller and has musculature that’s less yoga and more Amazon.  While Tauta isn’t safe, not even in the sense of small-town 1950’s America, it’s much better than a zombie world. 

    If she wants a quasi-magical, pseudoscience world, I can find those, too.  The only thing I don’t like, ironically, are high-tech worlds, especially ones with a lot of government oversight through their Internet.  I like high technology, but my dietary restrictions won’t let me have it, if you know what I mean.  On the other hand, Phoebe doesn’t have my inevitable issues of being a serial killer and by default a wanted man, and she does like the conveniences of advanced technology… 

    While I made plans, looking over the kitchen in Swisher, I gave it more thought.  How can I live—how can Phoebe live—in a high-tech environment without either of us being instantly tagged as outsiders?  Or, later, as a multiple murderer and his accomplice?  I’d need to find someone like my old hacker, BitRate, every time we moved or changed identities.  Even then our identification might not hold up under official scrutiny. 

    Hang on.  It’s not only the official scrutiny when we (inevitably) draw attention.  The passage of time counts.  The longer we live under fake ID’s, the more likely a random cross-check is going to flag a discrepancy.  Most of those will be ignored or purged as errors, but sooner or later, someone will ask questions.  Since no single hack will cover all the bases, I’d need to keep BitRate or his equivalent on the payroll, constantly checking for cracks in our façade. 

    This leads, of course, to questions from my hypothetical hacker.  If his job is to keep me off the legal radar, he’s going to notice everything I don’t want noticed at all.  He’ll be the one to put it all together.  If he stays bought, fine.  If he has moral issues, not so fine.  But if he hasn’t any morals, how are his ethics?  Will he stay bought? 

    People are paradoxes. 

    I miss Diogenes.  With a micro-gate or two and a couple of roving wi-fi drones, he could easily keep pace with the gradual decay of a fake identity.  He could even be far out in front of any official action, providing plenty of warning before a government agency bashed in my door—tried to bash in my door; my door will be reinforced—to arrest me. 

    It’s going to be a long while before I get Diogenes back, but maybe I can make… not a replacement, no, but an expert system to help me out with my high-tech information problems. 

    How much tech is high tech?  How advanced does it need to be?  There are alternate Earths I sometimes wonder about.  The technology is alien enough to my own experience so I almost question if the laws of physics are the same.  Is there a pattern, I wonder?  If one goes back far enough, does the timeline tree fork into a few major branches?  Some with different physical laws, for example, in the early formation of the universe?  Or would those be so alien to me as to be undefinable? 

    I really need to get with my altar ego again—Phoebe’s Uncle Dusty!—and do more serious work on timeline identification.  I also need to get busy on experiments for entering Earthlines without causing branches.  The “firmament” around them is different from the ones I quasi-understand, but if I can get a better grip on how any of them work, it should help with all the rest. 

    Back to the problem at hand.  How high tech does Phoebe want to go?  Space travel?  Star travel?  Matter replicators?  Laser guns?  Of the various Stars, are we talking about Battle, Gate, Wars, or Trek?  None of these are actualities—at least, as far as I know—but they give me mental handholds for thinking about. 

    As for what Phoebe wants to do, I probably need to ask.  Right now, she’s brooding.  I can tell by the music coming from her room.  “Endless Sleep,” by Jody Reynolds, just at the moment.  Teenagers.  What can you do? 

    Still, if I don’t trust a hacker, I’ll need some sort of heuristic system to do what I want.  I’m not going to be able to do it myself.  If I’m going to have a computer hacking expert system on the equivalent of my smartphone, I probably need a higher-tech smartphone than they have wherever we’re going.  The objective is to have an advantage over the technology of the place she’s living. 

    On second thought, Phoebe might need one on her phone.  This might be a good time to let her have a place of her own for a while.  She can still bail out and visit her dear old Papa whenever she feels like it, but this can be like… like… like going off to college.  She hasn’t moved out, exactly, but she is living on her own.  Sort of. 

    I’m not sure I like this idea.  I’ll have to give it more thought.

  


   
    Wednesday, July 1st, 1959 

      

    I spent last night in Zombie World, doing gate searches, hunting for moderately-high technology.  I’ve seen a lot of new and interesting things in my travels, so I can target things like some types of quantum computer cores, now.  Yes, I can find a laser pistol, too.  I’ve handled more than one.  I don’t particularly like them, though.  They feel flimsy to me, and their power packs make me edgy.  Anything with a high enough power density to make gunpowder obsolete has an alternate use as an explosive.  I’m attached to my hands and I’d like to keep it that way. 

    For finding things I haven’t run across, I have a technique.  It’s not a great technique, but it’s better than randomly casting worms into the Void and hoping they find a fish.  It’s more like looking for the Bill of Rights—word for word!—and selecting only those worlds having one. 

    Look at it like this.  Suppose I lived in, say, 1970.  I would be familiar with eight-track tapes and cassettes.  However, the idea of a laser inscribing digital coding for music was pure fantasy at the time.  Nevertheless, if I did a search for a cassette tape, I could find worlds that had both cassettes and CDs. 

    But what if I narrow it down further?  Say I want a cassette tape on some sort of pedestal or stand?  A cassette tape on display.  Sure, there are a dozen different reasons why such a thing might occur, but somewhere there’s one on display in a museum.  I want a world where a cassette tape isn’t just obsolete, but so out of date it’s considered an antique. 

    What does that world use for music?  Or for some other bit of technology?  Do they have a technology display with the evolution of the cell phone?  Starting with the vehicle-mounted things, moving up to the personal phone-brick, then the flip phone, smartphones, skinphones, earphones, ocular and auditory implants… and what else? 

    I scry on the place for a while and eventually go there to look around and get a feel for how the world works.  I pick up the latest and greatest version of… something.  Almost anything, really.  And now that I have a new, modern gizmo, can I find it on display in a museum?  Can I find another world where this device isn’t merely obsolete, but an full-on antique?  What does that world have for technological terrors?  Death Stars?  Lightsabers?  Phasers? 

    High-energy ray guns, yes—often man-portable, like the thing Mary used in the Darkwood.  No lightsabers, though.  Dammit.  Duplicating a lightsaber is not something one does casually.  I suppose, in the absence of Jedi, there’s really not a lot of call for the things.  I find this frustrating.  Admittedly, I have Firebrand and my Saber of Sharpness, so I don’t need a lightsaber.  I just kinda want one.  I think they’re cool.  I’m a nerd.  Sue me. 

    Anyway, finding high technology isn’t hard, merely time-consuming.  This is how I found the Birmingham, doing its slow tumble toward a gas giant.  Bronze tried it on for size while Phoebe enjoyed bouncing around in an actual starship.  It was a good exercise for all of us. 

    Bronze isn’t thrilled with starships.  To have a sensation of speed, you need to be near something, and at starship speeds, you don’t want to be near anything. 

    Another thing bothers me. I note an uncomfortably high incidence of Nobody Left Alive worlds in my searches for higher technology.  Humanity may be an apex predator, but sometimes the apex predators feed on each other.  Once humans have the capacity to destroy themselves, it’s apparent they occasionally—often—do so. 

    Nobody said humanity was wise.  Intelligent, yes.  Wise, no. 

    In addition to doing more searching, I dropped in on likely worlds.  One of them was especially promising when I scried on it.  As far as I could tell, it was populated entirely by robots. 

    I surmise the people turned over more and more of their civilization’s infrastructure to automation and, eventually, handed over more and more of their day-to-day activities.  Whether there was a mass die-off or simply a lotus-eaters’ apathy, I don’t know.  Was it a gradual thing?  Or was there some reason to build vast, underground shelters with life-support pods while the robots tried to maintain the world?  Radiation from space?  Self-made pollution?  A plague?  An asteroid hit?  Or is it less sinister?  Could the humans all be perfectly fine, living comfortably in holographic environments and dioramas, engaging in whatever fantasy they please, each according to their individual whim?  All while the robots run the world, providing everything they need and anything they might want? 

    Whatever the reason, it’s not readily apparent, and I don’t really care enough to do a real investigation.  The last thing I want to do is hit some sort of contingency programming and find myself being treated for anti-social behavior! 

    On a more positive note, the world is in remarkable shape.  Nobody’s polluting it, for one thing.  The planet is a park.  There doesn’t seem to be any wilderness at all.  Did they have such a high population they didn’t have room for wilderness?  Or did the robots’ programming not include contingencies for a complete lack of human oversight?  Did they keep building more and spreading out until they could build farms, landscapes, and rock gardens across the whole face of the world?  What do they do with the food produced by farms, anyway?  Feed fish?  Come to that, are they also farming the sea bed? 

    I’m a little afraid to look. 

    If they’re on an unterminated loop of self-replication and expansion, what happens when they run out of room for the robots?  Do they stop building more because they reach a program limit?  Or do they start working on space travel?  I don’t know their core directives, but it’s easy to have serious shortcomings when unforeseen, “impossible” circumstances crop up—like a complete lack of human oversight. 

    Is this what could happen with Diogenes?  No, surely not.  He’s smarter than that.  His core directives are keyed to do what I want and, to a limited extent, attempt to anticipate my desires.  If, in the future, I vanish and all the humans on the planet vanish with me, he won’t mindlessly continue carrying out my last instructions.  He has judgment, although I’m not sure if it comes from his advanced programming, my encouragement to think for himself, multiple processor types, his gestalt of multiple programming languages, or the vitality animating his primary processor. 

    Anyway.  Robot World.  Even a simple transport pod projects a digital face on its surface for human interaction.  They were extremely helpful and friendly robots, within the limits of robots, of course.  Robot World was a post-scarcity society, so anything I would have tried to buy elsewhere, I simply asked for. 

    It took four tries and one example before they built a laptop that could blend in elsewhere.  They never complained nor gave any hint they wanted anything in exchange.  They were unfailingly polite and overwhelmingly cheerful. 

    I found it more than a little creepy. 

    The collective intelligence of the planet’s robots was on board to help me set up and customize my new computer.  I declined politely.  They didn’t exactly insist, but they were extremely eager to be helpful.  I don’t know why I felt uncomfortable around them.  Maybe it’s the “uncanny valley” of the not-quite-human digital faces, or maybe it’s the too-cheerful demeanor, or maybe it’s the sneaking suspicion the robots “helped” a whole world of humans to death.  Whatever it was, I didn’t want to stay there any longer than I had to. 

    Now I have a computer, fresh from the factory, and I’m working slowly through the onboard user manual.  I’ve turned off the advanced interface features until I understand them better. 

    The digital manual defaults to a simplistic emojis-and-icons instruction set.  This tells me a lot about the level of technical understanding in the average user, among other things.  The robots had to be told how to build a portable computer, so I assume the previous users didn’t need or want them.  Because they didn’t travel, or because there was always a robot around to act as a personal computer?  And the primitive nature of the default setup wizard told me people didn’t understand their computers—not even the basic concepts.  I know the manual does contain more detailed information than the default interface gives.  Getting to it is the problem.  It is not an intuitive interface in any sense.  Its default is a weak AI for optimizing the machine through conversation.  I’m not sure I trust the AI unreservedly. 

    I’m tempted to give the machine a little vitality and tell it what I want, but I would rather have it set up and programmed correctly as “my” machine before doing so.  I don’t know if it matters or not, but I’m about to unleash a few billion yottaflops of computer power on a several unsuspecting Internets.  Assuming, of course, the computational techniques in this technological terror can even be rated in flops.  I haven’t got that far in the manual.  I’m not even sure how fast the wireless connections can go, though I have discovered it has more than one mode of communication.  I think they’re mostly radio, but from what I’ve read, I’m certain it can communicate on multiple wavelengths.  Short-range via infrared, medium-range via microwave, long-range via FM?  Ask me in a year, after I’ve had a chance to delve deep into the thing. 

    Does it already have an emulator for communicating with older protocols?  I may have to go back and order an auxiliary module.  I’m not looking forward to it. 

      

    This morning, Phoebe and I went through our usual routine and had breakfast. 

    “Pop?” 

    “What’s on your mind, Punkin?” 

    “I’ve been thinking about moving.” 

    “Say the word.” 

    “No, not like that.  Well, sort of like that.  It’s about all the people here.” 

    “It usually is.” 

    “No!  No, I mean… I’m not explaining this well.” 

    “Take a minute.  Finish a flapjack.  I’ll scramble some eggs.” 

    She took a few minutes to figure out what she wanted to say while I cooked.  I slid a spatula of eggs onto her plate and poured a mound of them onto mine.  She splashed hot sauce on hers.  I took mine plain and tried not to let my eyes water. 

    “Got it?” I asked. 

    “I think so.  It’s about the people here I like.  Every time we’ve moved before, I had to leave friends.  I didn’t have to leave people who hated me.” 

    “Best kind of people to leave,” I observed. 

    “Maybe.  This time is different.” 

    “How so?” 

    “I really like Cameron.  Not as a friend.  Not only as a friend.” 

    “Sounds serious.” 

    “I don’t know,” she admitted, fiddling with a piece of toast.  “It could be, and I want to find out.  What I don’t want is to be forced to abandon my finding out.  I don’t like the idea of being run off by a bunch of… of…” 

    “Never mind.  I know more profanity than you do and I still can’t describe them adequately.” 

    “Then you understand.” 

    “I think so.  What’s the solution?” I asked. 

    “I’m not sure.” 

    “Maybe we should start with defining the problem.” 

    “The problem is I want to spend more time with Cameron.” 

    “That’s not a problem.  That’s a goal.  What’s keeping you from your goal?  That’s the problem.” 

    “People.” 

    “Perhaps a tad more specific?” I suggested. 

    “Living here lets me be near Cameron,” she began. “It also means I’m near a group of people who suspect me—no, that’s passive.  They accuse me of being a witch?” 

    “Persecute.  They persecute you for being a witch.  If they accused you, they would be appealing to others to take action.  Persecution is actively subjecting the target to hostility.” 

    “But how would they know?  What if I’m not?” 

    “You can be persecuted falsely just as you can be accused falsely.  Someone can accuse you falsely and someone then can persecute you on that basis.” 

    “Oh.  Anyway, they’re loud, rude, and some of them throw things.  They make me feel unwelcome.” 

    “How many people are we talking about?” I asked. 

    “I don’t know.  A dozen?  Two dozen, tops.” 

    “How much of the population?  What percentage?” 

    “I’m not sure.  One percent?  Probably less.” 

    “So, a tiny fraction.  An extremely vocal tiny fraction, granted, but if they yell loud enough, the rest start to wonder if they’re right.  Go on.  Pros and cons?” 

    “There aren’t many of them from a percentage standpoint,” she agreed, “but on a personal scale, there are a lot more of them than me.  Staying here means going anywhere in public with Cameron will get him shouted at, things thrown at him, and maybe shunned for consorting with a witch.” 

    “Every time?” I asked.  I noticed she didn’t include any consequences to herself.  She was concerned for Cameron. 

    “Uh… no, I guess not.  There will always be a significant chance of it, though.  If one of them sees me, he or she could call more of them.” 

    “Fair point.  It’s a problem.  What options do you see?” 

    “I guess I could give up on Cameron and we could move.  I don’t want to, though.  I still want to spend time with Cameron, and I hate the notion of being run off.”  She stabbed the ham on her plate.  “It’s never sat well with me, Pop.  Ever.” 

    “I know, and I’m sorry I made us move.  In my defense, you were a lot smaller, then.” 

    “So I was.  Don’t worry about it, Pop.  I’m over it.  You did what you thought was right, and maybe it was.  It probably was.  Doesn’t mean I had to like it.  And I didn’t.  And I don’t.  Here and now, I’d rather not back down from these self-righteous morons.” 

    “Fine by me.  What are our options?” 

    “I could fight back.” 

    “In what way?” 

    “I could hit people.  There aren’t that many of them.  If they don’t stick together, I can take any two of them at a time.” 

    I estimated fair odds to be closer to six to one, but I didn’t correct her.  Then again, she wouldn’t deliberately use lethal force.  Maybe she was right. 

    “Direct, but not exactly a good way to change hearts and minds.  It tends to make them angry and encourage them to do even more unpleasant things.  From farther away.  You can’t wear your bracers all the time.  And you can’t block bullets with them, anyway.” 

    “Yet,” she replied, munching on her breakfast.  I didn’t ask what she meant by that.  “I could tell them I’m not a witch,” she went on. 

    “How do you prove it to them?  No, more general:  How do you prove a negative?” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “There’s a reason the courts assume you’re innocent until proven guilty.  Ideally, if there isn’t enough evidence to convict you, you’re assumed innocent.  This is different from public opinion where you’re automatically guilty of whatever scandal is popular.  Even if you prove you aren’t, there will always be those who remember you were accused.  It doesn’t matter if you’re acquitted of all charges.  The scandal will follow you forever.” 

    “Hmm.”  She ate for a while and I followed suit.  She eats a hearty meal.  I shovel food down with both hands.  It’s supposed to be the teenager who eats everything in sight.  Then again, I can be pretty childish, so maybe I still count. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Mmph?” 

    “How about if I go the other way?  If I tell them, ‘Sure, I’m a witch.  Watch.  See all the neat magic I can do?  Now leave me alone or I’ll turn you into a newt.’  Would that work?” 

    “It might, except I don’t know a spell for turning someone into a newt.” 

    You can turn them into a corpse, Firebrand suggested. 

    “Calm down, dragonbreath,” Phoebe told it.  “We’re not there, yet.” 

    It wouldn’t take much. 

    “I said, ‘yet’.” 

    Firebrand made a disbelieving snort. 

    You wouldn’t kill anyone even if they were trying to knife you. 

    Phoebe gripped her fork harder than necessary and glared in the direction of the fireplace. 

    “Hush, Firebrand,” I told it. 

    Well, she wouldn’t. 

    “For her, it’s not necessarily a bad thing.  You and I, on the other hand, will go slaughter something later.  Okay?” 

    I’ll just hang around until then. 

    “Dad jokes are my job,” I told it.  It chuckled. 

    “But, Pop, what do you think?  Can I go public and admit I’m a witch?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “Will it help?” 

    “Not exactly.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “It will solve many of your problems, but it will also give you all sorts of exciting new ones.” 

    She made a frustrated sound and viciously sliced more ham.  After chomping for a bit, she tried again. 

    “So what do I do?” 

    “It’s not my choice,” I told her.  “I put you in charge, remember?  We stay as long as you choose to stay.  If we’re staying, what do you want to do?” 

    “It’s hard to decide.” 

    “Good.  Tough decisions build character.” 

    “Darn it, Pop!  The only way I want to build character is with dice!” 

    Adopted or not, she’s my daughter all right. 

    “I agree completely, but sometimes you have to earn experience points the hard way to level up.” 

    “The only options I see are to move away or stand and fight.  If I stand and fight—I’ll break down the various ways of fighting later—it makes more problems?” 

    “It does.” 

    “But it solves the persecution problem, right?” 

    “Again, sort of.  If you stand up for yourself—if we stand up for ourselves—I’d guess no one will spit at you or throw food.  There should be minimal rudeness to your face after you break a few of theirs.  Behind your back there will be all sorts of anonymous unpleasantness.  You’ll also have the local clergy up in arms, possibly literally.  At least one local preacher is foaming at the mouth to stack wood around a couple of telephone poles.  The local law may technically be on our side, but they can’t act as our personal bodyguards forever.  Even then, a mob can form in seconds, not to mention the possibility of determined planning by the more methodical idiots.” 

    “I kinda want to punch them in the face, though,” Phoebe muttered to her waffle.  The waffle didn’t disagree.  I was with the waffle on this. 

    “One of the advantages of going elsewhere on our terms is we can leave behind a farewell note or parting gift.” 

    We can burn them all, Firebrand suggested. 

    “Technically true, but perhaps a bit too violent for Phoebe’s taste.” 

    We can burn all their stuff?  Nobody likes losing their stuff. 

    “Maybe,” Phoebe told it.  Firebrand was both surprised and delighted.  To me, she added, “We also leave behind Cameron.” 

    “Before we go into that any further, how does Cameron feel?  Have you discussed any of this with him?” 

    “Absolutely not!  I mean, how would I start the conversation?  ‘Oh, by the way, my father is a vampire and I’m a witch.  We’re thinking of shifting our base of operations to another plane of existence soon to avoid the usual pitchforks and torches of the religious nuts around here.  But I like you a lot.  Want to date me even though there might be splash damage around me?’” 

    “Awkward,” I agreed.  “You might not need to go into so much detail, though.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “For example, you might ask him how he feels about, say, moving away with you.  Tell him we’re considering moving to Iowa.  In October.  No, make it November, right after Halloween.  He’s a big boy—a young man.  He can make up his own mind.  If he’s willing to leave home to be with you, it’s a good sign.” 

    “And if he doesn’t?” 

    “It doesn’t mean there’s nothing between you.  It just means what you do have hasn’t grown enough to be bigger than everything he’s ever known in his life.” 

    “I guess that’s not unreasonable,” she agreed, somewhat sadly. “I suppose I can’t blame him if he doesn’t drop everything and run away with me.  I’d like him to, though.  Is that unreasonable of me?” 

    “I’d say it’s romantic of you.” 

    “Which means it’s unreasonable.” 

    “But not necessarily wrong,” I added, gently.  “There’s something appealing about a significant other who will drop what they’re doing and demonstrate in a big way how important you are.  Life can’t be all grand, romantic gestures.  A lot of it has to be a steady stream of little things, mixed with a hefty amount of toleration.  But the big, show-off gestures are still nice.” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “Back to our options.  What’s the plan, Phoebe?” 

    “I guess, ultimately, it comes down to a non-stop fight against the religious right, left, and center… or we move, with or without Cameron.” 

    Ahem, Firebrand interjected. 

    “What, dragonbreath?” 

    You do realize the fight will stop eventually? 

    “Oh?” Phoebe asked.  “How do you figure?” 

    Him. 

    “Huh?” 

    Him.  He’s involved. 

    “It’s talking about me,” I clarified.  “If it comes down cases, they’ll be demonstrating qualities supposedly not found in good people.” 

    “Like what?” 

    “For one thing, they’ll be willing to form a lynch mob without adequate evidence of wrongdoing, as well as taking the law into their own hands.” 

    “You do,” Phoebe pointed out. 

    “I see inside people,” I reminded her.  “I can tell if someone is a decent person or not.  I may not know if they committed a particular act, so I can’t casually judge them on that basis, but there’s an obvious difference—to me—between someone who made a mistake and regrets it, and a bloody-minded sadist who will do it again when he has an opportunity.  The second sort tends to make me belch.” 

    “I understand, Pop, but would the supposed lynch mob be guilty of being bad people?” 

    “Anyone trying to hurt you is a bad person,” I stated, flatly. 

    “But if they truly believe—” 

    “No,” I interrupted, leveling a finger at her.  “Stop talking.  This is not open for discussion and I will not debate the relative morality.  Simply accept this as one of your Pop’s unreasonable moments.  To me, anyone trying to hurt you is a bad person.  Period!  Full stop.  Are we clear?” 

    “But—” 

    “’But’ my pointy teeth!  Phoebe, this may be something we are not going to agree on.  If so, that’s fine.  You are your own person, therefore you need not agree with me on every moral and ethical issue.  What you do need to understand is I’m not going to budge on this.  You can be upset with me all you like, but it’s not going to change my mind.  Not now, not later, not ever.  If someone is trying to harm you, I regard him as a bad person, with everything that entails.  The end.  Curtains.  I have spoken!” 

    I glared at her for several seconds before she dropped her gaze. 

    “Now, do we have an understanding of how unreasonable I’m prepared to be about this?” 

    “Yes, sir.” 

    “Good.  Now… what Firebrand is trying to say is if the religious nuts keep bothering you, they’re going to get lumped in the ‘bad person’ category.  Shortly thereafter there will be no religious nuts to bother you.”  I sighed and moved around the counter, putting away breakfast things.  “Firebrand is correct, but not right.” 

    “Huh?  I mean, how so, Pop?” 

    “Much like admitting you’re a witch, killing all of them solves one problem, but it opens up a whole restaurant-sized can of new ones.  Mass murder usually does.  The conflict with the zealots will end suddenly, but we will have different troubles.” 

    But not religious ones! 

    “They’ll send reinforcements.” 

    And we’ll kill them all. 

    “Again, technically correct,” I agreed. 

    “I’m with Pop on this point,” Phoebe told Firebrand.  “Let’s assume murdering everyone isn’t going to help.” 

    He just said it would solve problems! 

    “And we’d get new ones!” she shot back. 

    Fine, Firebrand grumped.  I was only trying to help. 

    “And we appreciate it,” Phoebe assured it.  “If you have any other suggestions, don’t hesitate to throw them in the ring.” 

    Really? 

    “Really.  Brainstorming is about throwing all the ideas in, not keeping them to yourself.” 

    Oh. 

    “Thank you.”  She turned her attention to me again.  “Pop, if you—if we—don’t kill them all, we’ll still have trouble with them forever, right?” 

    “I believe so.  I’m sorry, but I do believe it.” 

    “And you may be right,” she allowed.  “On the other hand, if we leave, there’s Cameron.  If he’s willing, he can come with us?” 

    “I’m not against it, but we’re going to have to try and keep some things a secret.” 

    “Such as?” 

    “He knows we’re wizards.  He doesn’t need to know anything more than that.” 

    “No vampire?” 

    “No vampire.  He’s going to have enough trouble with the wicked witch idea—although you can probably spin yourself as a Glinda or Locasta.  Let’s not add to his troubles with the idea your father is a blood-sucking monster.” 

    “You only eat bad people, right?” 

    “Yes, but if you drop the qualifiers, it comes down to the fact I eat people.  Uneaten people find that disturbing.  You don’t, or not much, because you’re familiar with how I work.” 

    “I’m sure he could get used to the idea,” she offered, then added, “eventually.” 

    “Yes, but I’d rather he didn’t have to.  Besides, I’m your father, not you.  You’re the one he’d be dating.” 

    “Good thought, Pop.  He’s already scared of you as it is.” 

    “Is he?” 

    “You’re my Pop.  I’m his girlfriend.  He hasn’t asked permission to date me.  It’s made worse by the fact you have ‘mysterious powers.’  He doesn’t understand and I’ve been pleading ignorance.  Kinda playing Miranda to your Prospero. ” 

    “Ah.  Well, you can reassure your young Ferdinand.  I think he’s a decent young man.  I’m willing to let you try him out and see if you like him.  If he gets out of line, I’ll even let you have first crack at him.” 

    “I’ll probably phrase it differently.” 

    “Probably for the best.” 

      

    I spent the Shasta afternoon in my pyramid, running my time faster.  It’s getting quite comfortable.  I keep adding little touches, here and there, on every visit.  I don’t go there often, of course—it’s a secret lair, so routine traffic is a no-no. 

    While I was there, I went outside for the first time in epochs.  I don’t know how long it’s been, but it doesn’t matter.  I set it up so it would suffer a minimum of changes.  That’s kind of the point for an emergency lair. 

    Outside, the day was bright, hot, and filled with pollen.  I could see it, like a haze in the air.  I had my filter spell running because I vividly remember the last time I went outdoors and tried to breathe.  I’m saving the gas mask for emergencies. 

    I trudged up the black side of the pyramid and looked around.  We need a few monsters for the older warriors in Tauta, so what do we have available?  Dinosaurs?  Yes.  Dinosaurs.  The biggest thing I could see was probably a triceratops or a near relative, but I’m not a paleontologist.  At a guess, there were predators in the region, but they were out of sight.  I’d have to do a scrying check to find one. 

    What I didn’t have any trouble finding was another black pyramid.  Not the one I was on, but the one about two miles away.  I was delighted!  I have a spare pyramid!  Now all I have to do is go on a daytime trudge for two miles through dinosaur-infested wilderness and examine it! 

    I decided not to. 

    I went back inside, pivoted the door closed, and bolted it.  Knowing I finally have a spare pyramid is dandy and I’ll go look it over another time.  If it’s an exact copy of the original, great.  If not, I can tweak it into a spare lair and it can eventually sit on the far side of the planet. 

    I shut down the replication function on Pyramid #1.  I could have produced another one, or even several more, but why?  If I need more than two, the planet is probably not someplace to stay.  I mean, if someone is after me and destroys my first pyramid, will they look for another?  I hope not.  If they do, and can find the second one, will they stop searching at two?  Or will they check for a third?  This is my worst-case scenario world.  If I’m down to my pyramid lair, things have gone so far downhill my toes are warm. 

    Maybe I should have a third, just in case, and set it up as a trap.  Worth thinking about, because if I’m forced out of my pyramid lairs, I’m not hiding.  I’m running. 

      

    Back in Shasta, I had other things to tweak.  Sitting at my desk and fighting with a laptop is not as entertaining as it sounds.  Manually setting up a super-advanced computer shouldn’t be this damned hard!  I’m a vampire wizard, not a setup wizard! 

    After struggling my way through the manual for entirely too long, I finally found an auxiliary options menu that permitted me to customize the built-in setup wizard.  It was still a fight, but I had the computer on the ropes. 

    Late in the afternoon, I took a break from the intellectual challenge of configuring the new system.  I took a trip to check on the voidstation’s growth progress and cut an additional firmament rune-plate.  Enchanting it would wait until after dark.  Oh, and, as always, ate a bug. 

    After I eat a bug, I try not to do anything requiring calm.  It’s an unpleasant experience and I’m not in a good mood afterward.  It’s the headache, really. 

    I was back in Shasta a little after sunset, mostly because the voidstation-to-sunny-world transformation is always unpleasant.  I’ve updated the timeclock and my alarms, but I’m naturally cautious.  Nothing untoward happened while I was gone. I heard Cameron and Phoebe chatting while playing chess in the library, so I left them alone to do so.  I did a fast sweep with a mirror around the property.  The observation blind was gone, which I appreciated, but there was a car parked out of sight on my dirt road. 

    The road is technically my driveway, not a public road.  They probably thought no one would notice them.  I elected to ignore the two men in the car.  They weren’t armed and they weren’t in the way.  If they wanted to keep track of comings and goings, let them.  The important travel doesn’t use the driveway, but I sent Phoebe a mental note about the potential for being followed.  She acknowledged it and promised to use caution. 

    Bronze asked if it worth it to shift out to somewhere and drive home?  Then do it again, and again, so they only ever saw me coming back, never leaving? 

    No, I decided.  Let’s not poke the bear.  It might be a Stuffins. 

    She doubted they could muster up that much danger, but let it slide. 

    I didn’t have to go past them to get the mail.  Our mailbox is by the gate, not by the paved road.  The mailman didn’t appreciate this, but I provided an easy-turn lane in front of the mailbox so he didn’t have to get out, as well as a sheltered hutch for packages.  He didn’t have to go through the gate to leave them.  It worked out. 

    Today’s mail included a letter from Doctor Richard Slade, of Sacramento, requesting an appointment at my earliest convenience and including a phone number.  There were also several bills, a flyer, and a form letter from the school district about some bond issue.  I dealt with the junk mail as usual—the fireplace is multi-purpose—before turning my attention to Dr. Slade’s letter. 

    Well, well, well.  Is this a last-ditch effort, or did my suggestion to Harrison strike a chord? Did I care enough to find out what he wanted?  Not really, but it might be something relatively immediate and therefore require attention.  Phoebe wasn’t yet willing to leave, so I ought to know what it was.  The witch-hunting thing was, I felt, more of a slow burn than an immediate explosion.  They would need an inciting incident to touch off.  Slade and his investigations represented more of an unknown. 

    On the other hand, if they were connected, Slade might become the inciting incident.  Reverend Culson was artificially encouraged to bother me.  Slade was hiring people to bother me.  Was it possible Slade was responsible for Culson?  And Chuck?  And maybe others as-yet unidentified?  If he was some sort of psychic, he might be aware of “monsters” in the world. 

    If he had the power to alter people’s thoughts and feelings in such a way as to encourage them to challenge me, he could be astrally projecting or using telepathy to watch through their eyes.  He might have seen everything.  He might know quite a lot.  I haven’t had any alarms from my mental bunker spells, so I don’t think he’s tried to contact me.  Those spells might even be why he’s investigating, if I ever came within his telepathic range and he realized he couldn’t hear my thoughts. 

    I’m being stalked as prey.  Now that’s a feeling I’ve not had for a long, long time. 

    I dried and dressed before sauntering into my study.  After a little back-and-forth with the phone company, I got my long-distance call. 

    “Slade.  Go ahead.” 

    “Ah, Doctor Slade,” I replied.  I started up a mirror while I spoke.  “You know of me as Jonathan Kent.  You sent me a note about an appointment.” 

    “Yes.  Yes, I did.  Um.” 

    “Is this a good time?” 

    “Yes, yes.  It’s fine.  One moment, please.”  I heard muffled sounds as he covered the mouthpiece.  He told someone to hold on, he’d be just a minute, and then movement.  The clicking implied picking up an extension phone and the hanging up of another. 

    “Mr. Kent?” 

    “Yes, Doctor?” 

    “Thank you for holding.  I’m glad you called.  I’d like to interview you, if you don’t mind.” 

    “I’m delighted,” I lied, as my mirror rippled into an image.  He sat behind the same desk I saw before.  He was at home.  I didn’t see any recording equipment, so the clicking probably really was just switching extensions.  “I have quite a few questions for you, as well.” 

    “You do?” 

    “Regarding recent events.” 

    “Ah.  Yes.  I’m sure I can answer those to your satisfaction, sir.” 

    “I believe you can answer them, but satisfaction will have to wait until I decide whether or not to slap you with a glove.  Would tomorrow suit you for an interview?” 

    “I can arrange to have my afternoon free.  When should I expect you?” 

    “Oh, no.  No, no, no.  I shan’t stir myself from the comfort of my own home.  You want the interview.  You come to me.” 

    He thought in silence for several seconds. 

    “I can make arrangements,” he agreed, finally, “but a trip will take more time.  Perhaps… Saturday?  In the afternoon?” 

    “I have a preexisting commitment on Saturday, one not subject to alteration.  Sunday, about two in the afternoon, would be fine.” 

    “Then I’ll see you Sunday.” 

    “Very good, Doctor.  I look forward to it.” 

    I hung up and watched his reactions.  He hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair, tenting his fingertips together, back and forth.  He opened a lower-left drawer and drew out a box.  From within, he took a revolver and bullets.  He considered the box for a while before putting the bullets away and opening the center drawer.  He drew out a smaller container of bullets—six of them—with a logo on the side for a specialty gun store.  Vingo’s Guns, I think, but I didn’t get a good look. 

    The bullets were silver.  He loaded the pistol. 

    Well, well, well.  “Curiouser and curiouser,” said the vampire to the looking-glass. 

    

  


   
    Thursday, July 2nd, 1959 

      

    The good Reverend seems to have taken the judge’s injunction to heart.  Nobody has come onto the property to drag us out and burn us as witches.  Yay!  There’s still a stakeout on our road, though, and a bit of spying of my own tells me they report to the Reverend.  I’m tempted to sneak up on them and shout “Boo!” just to see what they do.  Either that or bring them some lemonade and ask if they’re comfortable. 

    I tried to check on the Reverend himself, but he was in the parsonage.  I still can’t see inside with a scrying spell.  The static I saw before was still there.  It doesn’t interfere with opening an actual hole via a gate spell and directly eyeballing the place, but that’s not the point.  Why is it there at all?  It only affects an area surrounding the church, so it’s probably got something to do with holy ground.  On the other hand, I’ve never had this problem before.  What changed? 

    I studied the borders of the effect more closely.  Yes, it did seem to correspond with what would, presumably, be the edge of the consecrated area.  At least, it faded away beyond the edge.  What bothered me were the results of a detailed energy analysis.  It wasn’t magic, that much I established last time.  Now I examined it more thoroughly and actively probed it for more information.  Was it a celestial effect, possibly the result of some particular ritual prayer?  If so, I’d have to call in my altar ego to analyze it. 

    Turns out it wasn’t a celestial effect.  It was a psychic one. 

    I sat back in my thinking chair and considered this.  Magic would draw on ambient energy.  Celestial force requires faith.  Psychic energy, as far as I know, requires a brain and intense concentration.  It’s internal energy directed outward.  Could it be channeled like celestial energies?  Could a number of people generate psychic force together in order to produce an effect?  People are constantly radiating psychic force simply by virtue of having active, complex brains. 

    I knew I should have studied my own psychic powers more. 

    As for investigating the church and the various clergy inside, I was at a loss.  I wasn’t going in there at night, obviously, and I wasn’t going to scry on them effectively.  I didn’t feel the risk of having people eyeballing my eyeball-gate was worth it.  It might precipitate something besides a solution. 

    Oh, I could still use a scrying spell to look at the church from a distance, but even with a telescopic zoom, there wasn’t much to see.  I suppose, if I get really desperate, I can rig up something to listen from a distance, as well as a three-axis thermal display… Or give up and build a damned sand table.  We haven’t reached that level of desperate.  I wasn’t worried so much about the Reverend, merely curious.  And the idiots parked on my driveway weren’t doing anything.  As long as they were sitting there, someone was watching and hoping for more evidence.  Let them.  They wouldn’t get anything. 

      

    After our morning lessons, Phoebe decided she wanted to go back to Tauta and work out some of her aggravation, since I never hit back hard enough.  I’m not sure how to take that, nor am I sure of what to make of her grumpiness. 

    I took her to Tauta and found Velina.  They greeted each other like old friends.  This pleased me, and I figured I deserved to have something pleasant happen.  I left her to her studies with Velina.  I also made sure Phoebe knew how to call home, how to get home on her own, and that Uncle Dusty was keeping an all-seeing eye on her.  And, of course, made sure she was wearing her eye makeup.  She rolled her now-dark eyes and informed me she knew how to do all of this.  Could she go? 

    I let her go and she kissed my cheek in parting. 

    Is it ironic I’m not a good teacher for this sort of thing?  Or am I a good teacher, but I can’t teach Phoebe?  I’m really not sure how much credit to take, if that’s the right word.  I don’t want her to be a professional murderess.  I was shooting for a decent person with a well-rounded education and sufficient training to survive an unpleasant incident.  She seems interested in combat for its own sake, but has a firm opinion about not killing people, which disconcerts me. 

    Would Phoebe have grown up to be a warrior with or without my influence?  She’s part of a long line of warriors, after all.  Or is this just a teenage stage she’s going through?  And what’s with her attitude about murder?  She thinks killing people is wrong.  Where, in all her upbringing, did she get an idea like that? 

    Add these to the list of questions I may never answer. 

    With Phoebe’s afternoon in Tauta sorted out—well, her week, maybe.  Sometimes it’s hard to tell with variable time streams.  Tauta would hurry along relative to Shasta and Phoebe would come back when it suited her. 

    With Phoebe out of the house, I decided to give the stakeout nothing to do.  I added a few more early-warning spells to the property perimeter, set up a backup micro-gate connection for them, and promptly left through the closet shift-booth to Swisher.  Let them watch all they want.  I’m not home and Gus went with Phoebe, but Firebrand and Bronze are still there.  And I can be at home quite suddenly. 

    There was a great deal still to do in Swisher.  Phoebe might be bringing Cameron.  I still wasn’t entirely happy with the flooding dangers.  I also needed to finish setting up the solar conversion system, upgrading the old copper wiring in the house, setting the wards for concealing my magical shenanigans, and so much more. 

    In the back of my mind, though, I was still wondering about the static around the Reverend’s church.  Chuck attends there and his mind was affected.  That’s a common point between the two.  Did Dr. Slade visit?  Or was it a coincidence? 

    With my timeclock ticking, I spent three days in Iowa.  I got a lot done in one Shasta afternoon.  When I returned, I found Phoebe still wasn’t back from Tauta.  Firebrand confirmed she hadn’t been back, so I checked with my altar ego.  All was well.  She was spending several days with real fighters, learning, recovering, and learning from people who didn’t take it easy on her. 

    “Recovering?” I prompted, regarding the Dustpan.  My altar ego’s dust-bust shrugged.  He usually adds shoulders, now.  It helps with his body language.  Sometimes he even has ghostly hands for gestures. 

    “She gets hit,” he pointed out.  “Not always gently.” 

    “You make it sound like I’ve been coddling her,” I complained. 

    “Maybe you have,” his pale, dusty face suggested. I added talcum powder to improve the resolution. “She’s been taking her licks in personal combat, but she’s also been helping your Romans.” 

    “She is?  How?” 

    “She understands what they’re trying to teach better than your warriors do.  Her translations and examples may not be more relatable, but they’re additional ways to get mental hooks into the concepts.  She’s also,” he added, “more than a little psychic.” 

    “Ah.  Yes, some telepathic hints would not go amiss, as long as she’s subtle.” 

    “She is.  She spends her recovery time sitting around a table, drawing battle lines and tutoring the amateurs.” 

    “I’m still not entirely happy about this recovery time you mention.” 

    “Didn’t you toughen her bones and connective tissues?” 

    “Of course!  Anytime she suffered any sort of structural integrity failure, I upgraded that sort of structural integrity.” 

    “In her active lifestyle, surely that means she’s had a lot of those upgrades.” 

    “Yes.  I went to a lot of effort to do it, too!  It still doesn’t mean she’s invulnerable.  She’s tough—tough for a human.  Bullets will go through her and blades still cut her, but she’s resilient enough to take a beating and walk away.” 

    “So, why is she getting a beating in Tauta?  Shouldn’t you be doing it at home?” 

    “I don’t qualify as a beating.  If I really hit her, it’s still a murder attempt.” 

    “Ah.” 

    “Almost as bad, I’m worried about what she thinks I think.  There’s difference between encouraging her to follow her interests and driving her to excel at any price.  I have visions of some overzealous Dad pushing his little girl… I dunno, to go to the Olympics, maybe. What if she’s only doing it to please him?  Or, in this case, if she’s doing it all to please me?” 

    “Phoebe isn’t.  She’s fighting for her own reasons.” 

    “Oh?  Do you know what those reasons are?” 

    “Nope.  But you haven’t been pushing her for the week she’s been here.  She’s been pushing herself.” 

    “Maybe I should mention I’m proud of her and I’m happy with her level of skill.” 

    “No.” 

    “No?  What do you mean?” 

    “I don’t think she’s doing this for you.  When she was younger, sure.  Daughters want to try and please Daddy, so they want to do what Daddy does.  If Daddy goes fishing, they at least try to like it.  Some will.  Some won’t.  As for Phoebe?  I’m pretty sure she’s in this for herself, not for you.  So leave her alone.  She’s doing her thing and you need to let her do her thing—Dad.” 

    “Gee, thanks, O Great Oracle, for this clear and helpful parenting advice.” 

    “You get what you pay for.” 

    I growled something at him.  He chuckled. 

    “Hey, while I’ve got you on the line,” I added. 

    “You’re building me more dynamo farms?” 

    “Will you please stop singing that song?  I’ll get to it!” 

    “Sorry.  It’s on my mind a lot.  What’s up?” 

    “Can you take a gander at the local church?  There’s a weird effect going on there and I’m not sure what to make of it.” 

    “I’d love to, but I have power issues.” 

    “Still?” 

    “Always.  Oh, I’m okay in Tauta, but you want me to project power into a world where I have no worshippers.” 

    “There’s me and Phoebe.” 

    “You aren’t worshippers.  You’re acquaintances.  You don’t send devotional energy to me.  You aren’t much of a handhold for hauling myself up onto your island.  I can do it, but it’s a lot of effort.” 

    “Oh.  I think I see.  Will doing some celestial-frequency scanning require a local dynamo farm?” 

    “Depends on how fast you want it.  Just install a divinity dynamo in the basement and wait.  It’ll take a little while to build up, but if you leave it running, I’ll eventually be able to manifest there in minor ways.  Enough to look around, at least.  Are you in a hurry?” 

    “Not as such, but I’ll set it up and get it started.” 

    “Roger that.  What else?” 

    “You can let Leisel know I have monsters for her, if and when she needs them.” 

    “Not a problem.  Is that it?” 

    “That’s all on my end.” 

    “Check.  See you later!” 

    First thing:  Set up a divinity dynamo.  However, I also recalled some promises.  I donned armor, pulled Firebrand out of the chimney, transferred Bronze from car to horse, and we went to find someplace with quasi-mutant marauders and wide-open spaces.  Let’s go make life a little safer for a few peaceful communities who only want to try and rebuild after The War. 

    Post-apocalypse settings often have semi-organized bandit gangs.  They don’t know what to make of a swordsman on a horse.  Many of them are cannibalistic, so they try to make snacks out of anyone they encounter.  For the ones we encountered, their cannibalism worked fine until they met us.  They’ve had a slight reversal of their fortunes—and in their role. 

    As a bonus, while roaming around a populated apocalypse world—and occasionally hitting straightaways at extremely high speed—I had extra time.  I collected the requisite osmium, an electric motor, and other components.  Building a dynamo was something to do during the day.  After nightfall, it was back to galloping through marauder camps with a gleeful sword and four lightning-coated pile drivers. 

    Guns are potentially annoying, but bows and arrows, slings, and other muscle-powered projectiles are pretty much useless.  The two things to worry me were the flamethrower—Firebrand sucked it up for me—and the RPG launcher. 

    That’s Rocket Propelled Grenade, not Role-Playing Game.  Although a shotgun-like launcher firing explosive dice is strangely appealing to my inner geek. 

    RPG’s have a lot of mass compared to a bullet, but can travel at comparable speeds.  Nobody wants to use them, since ammo is scarce, but sometimes you get someone smart enough to recognize a job requires the specialized tools. 

    His shot was well off-center, which made my deflection spell more effective.  The round whooshed past me and blew up a hillside some hundred or more yards away.  It was impressive, especially from the standpoint of what it might do to me.  The things destroy vehicles.  I doubt I’ll take a hit well.  A moment later, he sure didn’t. 

    Sadly, with Firebrand along, there was a lot of burning.  I hope nobody needed to salvage the fuel.  Not a drop of it remained.  We were a little short on marauders, too, when all was said and done.  I didn’t get to eat as many as I’d like, but I took my time on those who survived.  Well, those who survived long enough to become dinner.  I now feel much more confident about riding a motorcycle, if I can find one that will take my weight.  Off-roading in general, too.  Strangely, I didn’t feel any more competent at origami, poetry, or flower arranging.  Not skills found in abundance in marauder gangs, I guess. 

    Always chew your food thoroughly to avoid indigestion. 

      

    Overall, I’d have to say, Shasta-wise, Thursday was a good day.  By and large, we were left to mind our own business and we minded a week or two of it, what with my timeclock ticking off the hours and the days. 

    Bronze appreciated the run.  Firebrand appreciated decapitating and burning… well, anything, really.  Truth be told, Bronze also enjoyed running through mobs of mutant marauders like a bowling ball through pins.  Squishy pins.  Bronze likes people a lot better than Firebrand does.  Or, rather, likes them in a different way.  She shares Phoebe’s general attitude about people being reasonably decent by default, but she does not share Phoebe’s tolerance for people who are being jerks. 

    The teenager is the tolerant one in the house.  Yikes. 

    Once we had our vacation, we popped back to the house to check in before passing through to Tauta.  I checked with my alarms and defenses during the transfer.  No problems.  Firebrand, reasonably contented, chose to retire to the fireplace again.  Bronze stayed in her statue, however, anticipating.  She knows me.  We were going to Tauta, yes, but I had something else to start, first. 

    My new computer is mostly set up and working fine.  No doubt there are a thousand preferences I’ll want to fiddle with, but it’s close enough for government work.  Or working on governments. 

    The computer’s designation is now “Zeno,” for obvious reasons.  He has a dozen micro-gates, each tuned to an alternate Earthline, mostly in the equivalents of the 1990’s through the 2050’s.  He’s tackling them one at a time, infiltrating their internet through the wifi to learn about intrusion and countermeasures. 

    His security software is considerably more advanced, so I’m not worried about him.  We’ll see what he can learn and, hopefully, we can develop him into a full-time hacker for higher-tech worlds.  Once we set up identities, someone has to keep the discrepancies from building up in a logjam.  If Zeno turns out to be capable of it, he’ll save us a world of headaches. 

    My only complaint is the personality simulation software.  There are a number of options for voices, accents, and so forth, but the personality software only has one setting:  Cheerful.  He always sounds chipper and happy and delighted to do anything I ask.  I’ve gone into the manual settings and moved all the sliders down as far as they will go, but he’s still way too upbeat for my taste.  He reminds me of a yappy little dog all a-quiver with excitement at the prospect of tummy rubs. 

    I left him happily invading computer networks for practice.  There’s nothing quite like the joy of a computer with a purpose. 

    Heading to Tauta with Bronze means we had to arrive in the shift-barn.  She asked for more materials for her truck—she had an idea she wanted to try out—and trotted off to run around the valley.  I sighed and fetched a ton of stuff through a gate, plunking it down in her trailer.  It wasn’t too draining, since I was in a high-magic environment and there are hidden power crystals built into the barn.  Once I had her materials delivered, I went to look in on Phoebe. 

    Phoebe was still enjoying herself, if that’s the right word for someone grimly determined to get into fight after fight until she felt confident she could bully the lunch money out of six muggers and a crackhead in a dark alley. 

    She was obviously setting up tactical situations.  Not on the field with fifty warriors and dozen-ish centurions, though.  Phoebe had her own ideas.  She had four warriors and Velina helping her by playing the adversaries.  They weren’t having a stand-up fight.  Instead, they were in town, using the buildings as a fighting environment.  Was she practicing house-to-house fighting?  Maybe she was simply exploring new avenues with multiple opponents and different terrain. 

    I watched for a bit.  Velina and the others weren’t comfortable with house-to-house fighting.  They were still adapting.  Warriors of the Tassarian Empire don’t do this sort of thing.  At worst, they meet on the field in a big free-for-all to decide whose side is right.  At best, someone has maneuvered their forces into a clearly advantageous position and the other side acknowledges checkmate. 

    It reminds me of Sun Tzu.  I can’t quite remember it.  Something along the lines of the able general wins first, fights if he must.  Unworthy commanders want to fight to gain victory?  Something like that.  I may need to re-read The Art of War. 

    Phoebe and I spoke during a break after a particularly violent encounter. 

    “Is it time to come home, Pop?” she asked, sitting on the end of a hitching rail and mopping at her face with a cloth.  She bent forward and poured water over the back of her head.  I held her braid aside so she could get water on the back of her neck. 

    “Not at all.  Back home, it’s barely after eight o’clock.  It’s what, lunchtime here?” 

    “Good,” she said, relieved.  She started working a healing spell on her left shoulder. 

    “Something wrong?” 

    “Not really.  It’s still sore and a bit stiff.  I jumped off a roof and I didn’t roll as well as I could have.” 

    I glanced up at a roof.  Ten feet, maybe.  I recalled occasions when a child swung on ropes like a wrecking ball.  A small, fragile wrecking ball.  Fixing her boo-boos wasn’t a full-time job, but it was a regular feature of parenthood, at least for me.  I did my best to make her less boo-boo prone in every way I could think of.  Every way except making her afraid of them.  I figured she would learn on her own not to fall off high places.  I may have been mistaken. 

    “You do understand there’s this thing called ‘gravity,’ right?” 

    “I seem to remember someone teaching me about it.” 

    “Someone had to, since you kept running afoul of it.  If you really want to run around on walls and rooftops, you might look into parkour.” 

    “What’s a parkour?” 

    “Look it up later.  When’s the last time you ate?” 

    “Not long ago.  Leisel assigned Gasker to step and fetch for us.”  She nodded at the boy, about twelve, who waited nearby.  “I keep sending him for water.” 

    “Fair enough.  We’ll send him for food.”  I shot a look at Gasker.  He didn’t even look at Phoebe.  Instead, he saluted with an abbreviated hand-rolling-forward gesture—it was more like a small explosion of fingers—and took off.  “You’ll need the materials,” I added. 

    I laid a hand on her shoulder and added a module to her healing spell.  It’s a high-magic environment, so there was plenty of magic to convert to vital force.  This poured into the damaged areas so her body didn’t have the drain of directing energy into it.  Unfortunately, it still required building blocks to work with. 

    “Your healing spell now also provides energy for the reconstruction.  Eat soon, though, so your body doesn’t start cannibalizing the rest of you.  In fact, eat like me.” 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yes, Punkin?” 

    “You’re the best!” 

    “I try.” 

    Velina came from the same direction in which Gasker departed.  I nodded and smiled.  She dropped her eyes as she nodded back.  She had a bruise along her left jaw and stood stiffly, as though her right side pained her.  She didn’t demur when I offered a healing spell.  She sat down immediately and I crouched next to her. 

    “May I ask what you’re up to?” I inquired.  Velina nodded and gestured with her chin at Phoebe.  I gently pointed her face forward again and ran fingertips along the bruise.  Jaw intact, no teeth missing, but the swelling near the joint had to hurt. 

    “House-to-house fighting, Pop,” Phoebe told me, while I worked on Velina’s injuries.  “I was thinking of how to fight indoors and in streets, but nobody here could give me any real pointers.  They focus on duels or battlefields.” 

    “Sometimes you have to fight informally,” I agreed, laying a hand on Velina’s armored hip and letting a healing spell work its way into the joint.  “What do you think, Velina?” 

    Velina nodded. 

    “And with such a ringing endorsement, I’ll leave you to it,” I told them.  I stood up, dusted my hands together, and helped Velina to her feet.  “Have lunch first, though.” 

    “Okay, Pop.” 

    Whistling, I walked into the castle to have another discussion with my altar ego.  He roiled upward from the sand table and shook dust from his hair. 

    “Very funny.” 

    “I thought so.  What’s on your mind?” 

    “Several things, but today it’s one minor thing and a main thing.  The minor thing is the dynamo in Shasta.  How’s it look?” 

    “It’s running, but it hasn’t been very long there.” 

    “Fair enough.  Now, the main thing:  Remember how opening a gate into an Earth timeline causes a branch?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “You can look into one without creating a whole new timeline, right?” 

    “That’s a complicated question.” 

    “It’s a complicated answer, maybe, but the question is pretty straightforward.” 

    “Look,” he began, “the question of whether you are physically present in a universe is a simple binary answer.  You are or you aren’t.  This isn’t as simple a thing for me.  While I’m a singular entity, I… how do I put this?  I extend to other places.” 

    “Like fingers?” 

    “No.  Yes.  Sort of.  Not really.  Look,” he tried, patiently.  “You have a flesh-and-blood brain.  You think along one conscious track.  There’s a sense of self, of identity, and it makes up the ‘you’ of who you are.  Yes?” 

    “I’m following.” 

    “I’m a singular entity, but I have… not avatars, but… um… okay, I’m going to go back to computers for a second.  You’re a single processor.  I have a whole network of computers, each thinking independently, but all part of the network that makes up the ‘me’.” 

    “Kind of like Diogenes’ setup?” 

    “No.  Diogenes was a central processor with a lot of auxiliary processors answering to his core.  In many ways, he thinks like a person.  He’s got something he’s focused on while other areas of his brain are mulling over something else.  You can be thinking about what you’re going to say at the party without thinking about the driving you’re doing on the way.  Diogenes’ setup is like that.  I’m not.  I have independent trains of thought.”  He paused for a moment, thinking. 

    “For these purposes,” he went on, “I guess I’m a hive mind.  There’s an aspect of me in power station room two right now—” 

    “Room two was in a collapsed timeline,” I interrupted.  “Do you mean room nine?” 

    “It’s the next one up from the first room, so, room two.” 

    “But the number painted on the wall is a nine.” 

    “Two.” 

    “Nine.” 

    “Two!” 

    “Nine!” 

    “It’s the next room in sequence from number one, which makes it two!” 

    “Just because you lose the intermediate rooms doesn’t change their designations!” 

    “If you don’t like it, build seven more and label them two through eight!  Now, can we get back to my hive mind?” 

    “Certainly.  You were saying something about an aspect of you in room nine?” 

    He growled a little, but went on. 

    “In the next sequential room from room number one, there’s an aspect of me basking in the warm glow of a too-small bunch of spinning osmium prayer wheels, like an Eskimo huddled up to his whale-oil lamp in an igloo. It’s not a big aspect of me, though.  It doesn’t need to be.  It’s mainly a power connection to absorb the radiation, but I am still present.  There’s also an aspect of me talking to Kurokon, the current leader of the kustoni shamans while he lies dreaming before my idol, breathing in the ceremonial incense.  Another aspect of me is having a conversation with Rahýfel—the local God of Wizards, although not quite there, yet—while we figure out ways to make his transcendence less risky to his current consciousness.  The part of me you see right now is up here on a celestial level and talking to you through your sand table gate.  These are all independent trains of thought, independent tracks in my mind, but I’m always aware of all of them because we’re all me.  Clearly, I am not a human consciousness, despite having some human traits.” 

    I thought about it for a minute and I realized something. 

    “Hold on.  You’re present—permanently present, constantly present, one might even say omnipresent, in each of the generator rooms?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Were you there when they stopped existing?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Then what happened?  What did you see?” 

    “I didn’t see anything.  Those parts of me didn’t…”  He frowned.  “Look, they stopped being there, along with the whole generator room.  I assume there was a chaos effect involved, since my energy-plane existence in those worlds lost contact with the material plane.  About the only energy type I can’t see too well is a chaos one.  It’s antithetical to my existence.  It’s like having eyes that only see light when you get jumped by darkness.  You know it happened, but the details are missing.” 

    “Hold it.” 

    “Hmm?” 

    “I immediately have a barrelful of questions.” 

    “Okay.  Like what?” 

    “First off, why can’t you see chaos energies?  If it’s antithetical to your existence, how do we do what we do together?  And why can you see them at all when I can’t see raw celestial energies?” 

    “People see fine in a normally-lit room.  If you use a black light, you can still see, dimly, but it isn’t as easy.  In a normal environment, you don’t generally see a black light, but you can see reflections in certain types of materials.  In a like manner, I can see chaos energies, sort of.  Rather, I see effects of them and infer.  They’re like seeing the ripple of the wind in the trees.  You don’t see the wind, but you see where it is. 

    “Second, you and I do what we do mainly by being two separate entities.  I try not to do anything directly celestial through you at night.  It stings like hell.  I can do it, but I have to wear the equivalent of oven mitts if I want to channel any celestial power.  This makes miracles even more expensive, but I think it’s good for me to practice.  Toughens my hands up, so to speak.” 

    “Hands?” 

    “It helps me develop a more robust error-checking in my energy matrix.  Better?” 

    “More accurate, probably.  You don’t have this problem with me during the day?” 

    “Nope.  Your chaos infestation is dormant,” he assured me.  “At night, I try to stick to purely psychic things with you, not direct celestial-energy channeling.” 

    “Wait just a second.  Didn’t you do an avatar thing or two with me at night?” 

    “Yes, and it hurts, which is another reason I avoid it.  I don’t like sticking my celestial hand up your rear to use you like a puppet.” 

    “Thank you so much for the mental image.” 

    “Anytime, Mister Second-Room-Is-Really-The-Ninth.  And third, what the hell are you talking about when you say you can’t see celestial energies?  People with holy symbols and similar icons glare meaningfully at you and you see energies.  You can bite an actual avatar and taste celestial power.  You told me you could see angels even when they’re inside flesh suits.  You do lots of things with celestial energies, even if they are incredibly dangerous.” 

    “I think we may have had a miscommunication.  Yes, I can see some sorts of celestial manifestations, but I thought those were mostly secondary effects.” 

    “How do you mean?” 

    “Normal people don’t see electricity flowing through a wire.  But if you get the wire hot enough, it begins to glow.  Then I can see the glow, but I still can’t see the electricity.  It’s the same deal with holy icons and the like.  Isn’t it?” 

    “Interesting thought.” 

    “But do you see what I mean?” 

    “Oh, I absolutely get it.  You’re completely wrong, but I get it.” 

    “I should be used to this by now,” I muttered.  “Fine.  How am I wrong?” 

    “You’re seeing direct celestial manifestations.  The hot, unpleasant shine from faith-based artifacts is directly opposing the chaos infestation inside you.  They react badly to each other and cause nastiness.  Fortunately, your physical form is highly resistant to both chaos and order.” 

    “Why is that?” 

    “I heard about the stunt you pulled with my—our—fountain of power up here.  You did something to your body when you were trying to squeeze back into it.” 

    “Oh?  What did I do?” 

    “I have no idea.” 

    “Well, that’s helpful.” 

    “It was before my time, if you’ll recall.” 

    “Hmm.  Your point is well-taken.” 

    “Good.  Now, back to the celestial energy subject.  You see a lot of them.  You’re mistaken about how they manifest, though.  You assume celestial energies are all alike.” 

    “They aren’t?” 

    “Are x-rays like radio waves?  Take the dynamo farms.  Do you see a celestial energy aura around each of the motorized prayer wheels?” 

    “No.” 

    “No?  Really?” 

    “Nope.  Not a thing.” 

    “I would have bet money you did.  Dang.  You do see the glow around holy artifacts when someone is being unfriendly, right?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “These are two very different things.  The generic ‘celestial energy’ you think of is more like a whole spectrum, from gamma rays all the way down to ultra-low-frequency radio waves.  Normal people see only a tiny fraction of the whole spectrum—visible light.  They can feel some of the other types, and they can’t sense most of it without special machinery. 

    “In a similar fashion, you can see some of the wavelengths of celestial light—some better, some worse, and some depending on day or night.  Obviously, some you can feel, possibly without even seeing them.” 

    “So, I really am blind to some celestial forces, but I can sense others?” 

    “I’m pretty sure that’s how it works.  For you, anyway.  For other vampire types?  Your guess is probably better than mine.” 

    “I’ll bear it in mind.  It clears up a few questions I’ve had regarding containment circles and floating lights.” 

    “Huh?” 

    “Never mind.  Thank you for your insight.  Back to the dynamo farms.  They disappeared into chaos?” 

    “I assume so.  Like I said, my energy-state selves were unharmed, but they didn’t see it coming.  One second the farms were there, the next, poof, and now I don’t have a link to the physical worlds in question.  I can’t even find them.  Whole branches of Earthly existence simply vanished into the Void.” 

    “If the timelines disappeared into the Void, it would seem your presence isn’t enough to keep a timeline from collapsing.  I’m still not clear on how you couldn’t be aware of what happened, if you were there at the time.” 

    “The concept of the ‘I,’ the self, is more complex for me.  Each of us is me, even though we may not be each other at every moment.” 

    It took me a second to parse that one. 

    “So, you’re a compartmentalized mind with lots of compartments, each independent of the other?” 

    “I’m not explaining this well.  Again, I have to answer ‘sort of.’  I can divide my attention—my presence—among a lot of places.  It depends on how much energy I have to spread around.  I don’t really divide my attention; I divide my force until I fall below a critical threshold and can’t manifest another one.  If I devote all my attention and energy to one location, I will lose the connections to my dynamo farms until I pay attention to them again.  But dividing my myself just divides my energy, not my focus.  I can pay full attention with all my cognitive faculties to each of them.  If I need more raw power to perform a miracle, on the other hand, I have to de-prioritize other things.  Make sense?” 

    “Your thinking can run in parallel while mine is linear.” 

    “Well, of course it sounds simple if you say it like that.” 

    “You’re just jealous you didn’t think of it first,” I accused, then had a memory sneak up and hit me.  “Hey!  I have a vague memory of Reason—the nice Vulcan lady personifying the principle—mentioning I couldn’t exist on an energy plane because I couldn’t be in more than one place at once.  Is this what she meant?” 

    “Good question.  I do know it’s important to be able to encompass multiple presences at different time rates without going insane.  So, upon consideration, I’d have to say ‘probably,’ but I can’t be certain.” 

    “Seems simple enough.” 

    “For me, it is.  I do it because it’s the way my thinking works.  I’m patterned after you, but it’s like downloading your consciousness into a computer.  You’re like your old self, but you can’t be exactly the same. 

    “As for whether or not I can exist in multiple locations, there are a number of other factors going into it, including whether or not I have worshippers—and how many—in a given world.  A dynamo farm helps maintain one aspect there, so it’s a ready-made foothold for projecting more of the power of my being.  As for any other random Earthline, I don’t even exist.  I have to force my way in, which is a whole different thing.” 

    “Kind of like Bronze did in the junkyard?” 

    “Similar, but she and I both had you there.  You’re not a worshipper, but you’re at least a connection—a bright spot to aim for in the dark.  You weren’t a radio to receive the signal, but you were a lightning rod when she made the leap.  The regular Earthlines don’t even have that.  I can do it, but it takes even more energy to project energy there.  Plus the hazards of dealing with angels and the established celestial entities who don’t appreciate newcomers poaching their pastures.” 

    “Okay.  I think I’m starting to get it.” 

    “Finally.  So, how can I help you?” 

    “I want to look at an Earth timeline directly, without causing a branch.  You don’t have to manifest inside it—although we might try it later, if looking from the outside isn’t enough.  I want to examine it and see if I can come up with a way to look inside without having to punch a hole, or, in the case of Earthlines, attempt to punch a hole and start a new branch.  If I can perfect a technique for it, I think it will help me come up with a way to look into Rethven.  Rethven is kind of my clock for this whole misguided, Orb-induced, time-travel side-quest.” 

    “You have a more important quest?” 

    “Uhm.  Now you mention it, all the really major stuff should get solved if I resolve this one.  So, no, I guess this is the main quest, with a lot of little quests on the way.  Ten points for Team Celestial.” 

    “Thank you.  As for looking into Rethven, you already can,” he pointed out.  “It exists.  And Rethven doesn’t branch off with gate activity.  Punching a micro-gate into it to look around doesn’t cause complications.” 

    “Not directly, but it’s a risk,” I countered.  “If I look into it with my usual micro-gate and scrying spell combination, it’s a magical signature any competent wizard can notice—or one of the Heru.  Remember what’s-her-name?” 

    “Maddarrah,” he said, bleakly.  We both paused for a moment to contemplate the memory of the creepiest bloody-eyed lady with a tentacular skirt in the history of everything.  Whatever horror movie she’s from, I’m not going to watch it. 

    I don’t know what celestials do, but I shivered. 

    “Yeah, okay,” he went on.  “You make a dangerously valid point.  Ten points for Team Material.” 

    “Thanks.  Here’s the thing.  I can shield my end of a gate.  I do the spell inside a sphere of protection and nobody will notice.  The locals won’t see it.  At the other end, there’s going to be a significant delay between opening a micro-gate and concealing it from magical detection.  And I do want to avoid notice if at all possible, and for multiple reasons.” 

    “Aside from the Heru directly noticing, you could also cause inadvertent changes to the past of Rethven,” he mused.  “Rather than having a Heru eat you, you could cause yourself a paradox.  Yes, I see.  Earthlines you can fool around with because the only places you affect are unstable side branches.  Rethven only has one track and we can’t risk derailing it.  Hmm.  Hang on a minute and let me think.” 

    I waited while he frowned in thought.  As he did so, I wondered if that was what I looked like.  No wonder people tend to tiptoe around me when I’m concentrating.  I don’t look friendly at all. 

    “So, can we look at Earths and Rethven without disturbing the peace?” 

    “Offhand, I don’t know about Rethven.  I’ve had no reason to expend the energy required to look into it because there can’t be enough people there to be useful to me, and there are definitely entities who can cause me serious harm.  Breaching the Firmament without a preexisting connection inside won’t be subtle on the energy front.  The Heru are likely to notice and might resent having someone else poke a snoot into their game, resulting in a serious booping of said snoot, possibly bloodying, possibly ripping off and eating.  Assuming they eat.” 

    “Fair point.  But Earth?  It would help my research.” 

    “I can do it.  The Firmament Rendu built around Rethven defines a fairly simplistic and arbitrary universe.  The Earthlines, by contrast, are separated from chaos by a more elaborate barrier, but still, functionally, a Firmament.” 

    “Whoa, whoa, whoa.  Back that up.  How so?” 

    “It’s an n-dimensional manifold, not a simple wall in space,” he clarified.  “Because of the geometry of Earth’s universes, the outside—if you can call it that—folds around on itself.  You can’t actually reach the ‘edge’ of the universe in the conventional sense.  You can’t go in the direction of the edge.  The shape of space won’t allow it.  It’s like you’re in the center of the universe no matter where you stand.” 

    “So you can’t reach the border of the universe and chaos because the universe rolls around you to keep you in the center, from a universal borders perspective.” 

    “I’m sure it looks that way.  There are more dimensions involved than the conventional four.” 

    “Got it.  Geometrically weird, but got it.  Continue.” 

    “Penetrating isn’t a problem.  I can project to almost any point inside it.  No matter how I do it, though, I will attract attention among celestial entities.  It’s not a thing one does quietly.  Remember Bronze’s arrival in the junkyard?  That’s typical.” 

    “Hold on.  She actually relocated from an energy plane to the physical one.  How about simply observing?” 

    “To observe the physical plane, I have to be present on the corresponding energy plane.  Since they’re interconnected, I have to breach the Firmament.  Not in as big a way as Bronze did, but I need something there to be an effective observer.  Even the minimum power manifestation would be as noticeable in certain ways as shoving you bodily into some random spot on an unbranched Earthline.  Maybe nobody notices, but anyone in a position to observe is going to take note.” 

    “I don’t want to go there, just study it from close up.  We can risk going into it later, maybe, after I’ve processed what I can learn from the observations.  I’m trying to do R&D for a subtle way to spy inside Rethven.  This expands my knowledge and may give me ideas on other lines of research.  All I want is to see what I’ve got to work with in terms of what I’m trying to do.” 

    “Okay. 

    “It also wouldn’t hurt to have a better understanding of celestial forces in general.  I have angels to dissect before I try to murder one in particular.” 

    “Ah, yes.  May I suggest doing a lot of R&D on building a better containment method for angels?” 

    “I’m already working on it.  You don’t think I’d just wander up to the glowing interloper and punch him in the face, do you?  I plan to kill him.” 

    “Assassinating the Lord of Light—or his successor, I mean.  That’s gutsy, I’ll give you that.” 

    “Thank you.” 

    “By the way, can we differentiate between the original Lord of Light—apparently a moderately decent sort, as celestial entities go—and our nemesis?” 

    “Oh.  Right.  The Boojum.  Excuse me,” I apologized.  “I know who I’m talking about so I assume you do, too.” 

    “Think nothing of it.” 

    “So,” I began, ticking them off on my fingers, “our nemesis is the Boojum.  The Boojum was in cahoots with the Evil Orb.  Before them, the Church of Light was actually under the control of the Devourer, with Tobias as his puppet and potential avatar or host.  Yes?” 

    “Yes,” he agreed.  “And the Devourer is the one who slowly usurped his way into the Lord of Light’s worship and robbed him of his force.” 

    “How does that work, anyway?” I asked.  “I’ve never understood how the Lord of Light didn’t notice and stop the Devourer.” 

    “Oh, boy.  There’s a long explanation.” 

    “Simplify.  Pretend I’m five.” 

    “I’ll try.  First of all, the Devourer wasn’t a singular entity.  It was two entities, one in the sphere, one out in the Void.” 

    “Kind of like the dual manifestations of a celestial entity, such as yourself?” 

    “I want to say ‘yes,’ but I don’t know.  I wasn’t there to do a direct examination.  All I know is what I heard later.  What I do know is the Devourer was a chaos entity with a connection to the Thing—potentially the same Thing—in the containment sphere.  Through influence on humans near the sphere, it made inroads among the worship of the Lord of Light, gradually altering the way the Church viewed and worshiped their god. 

    “It was a long process, and a subtle one, hard to notice.  The Lord of Light was a powerful and deeply-ingrained energy pattern—very dogmatic and stable, not adaptable like me!  He absorbed only the fixed frequencies of his worship.  The changes in worship didn’t register because they weren’t on his channel.” 

    “But if their devotional energies were being redirected—” I began. 

    “Yes, it decreased the output he could use.  He eventually noticed his worship strength was falling off.  He didn’t know why, obviously.  I guess he simply thought people were getting blasé about going to church, doing things pro forma instead of through a deep-down reverence and belief.  So he went for revival tactics.  He did a few visitations, a few miracles, all the usual stuff to reinvigorate a flagging faith. 

    “Trouble is,” he went on, “it invigorated the faith, but not his faith.  People went ooh and ahh and so on, but not at him.  He used up a lot of power and got almost nothing for his efforts.  The returns were all on someone else’s frequency.  Clearly, it should have worked, but he didn’t understand why he wasn’t getting much out of it.  He tried again, but the problem still wasn’t with the amount of prayer.  It was the doctrine and dogma of the Church of Light, aiming the worshippers and their worship at someone else.  By the time he figured it out, he didn’t have enough strength to do a divine revelation and put the Church back on the straight and narrow—to re-tune it to match him. 

    “Unfortunately for him, the priesthood was working more magical miracles by then, so their faith was still demonstrably true.  The Devourer’s followers had altered translations and transcriptions, gradually evolved the church’s lessons, and so on until the nature of worship and the internal culture of the clergy and the Church changed enough to be palatable.” 

    “The Devourer was contained, but it kept getting stronger?” 

    “Sort of.  Its… um… impression?  Shadow?  The part of it projecting into the celestial realm, thanks to the active worship.  That part—” 

    “Wait.” 

    “Hmm?” 

    “Wasn’t the Devourer a chaos entity?  How could it have a celestial aspect?  That makes no sense!” 

    His dusty face looked at me with a blank expression for several seconds.  His eyes scanned me, up and down.  He waited until it sank in. 

    “Oh,” said the chaos-infested monster with a celestial shadow.  “There was a celestial version of him, not celestial-energy-empowered chaos entity.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Sorry.  Do go on.” 

    “As I was saying. It was strong enough by then to counter the Lord of Light directly, and the original Lord of Light—never known for his subtlety—didn’t have the wherewithal to do a low-power infiltration of his former Church and turn the tables.  If he could have, I suspect there would have been a schism, dividing the Church between two different dogmas.  As it was, he only had a small number of the old faithful, and the new order hunted them down as heretics.” 

    “It’s a wonder he survived.” 

    “His pattern was deeply impressed in the celestial plane.  Even after the Devourer was gone, though, he couldn’t recover quickly.  It would take a shift in the dogma of the Church to attune its beliefs properly and start feeding him again.  Come to that, even if the Church had a total reformation it would take decades for them to regenerate him to anything like his old self.  So it was putting out energy, but with the Devourer destroyed, nobody was able to process it immediately.  Then the Shining One comes along and says, ‘Hey, that’s close.  I’ll have that,’ and steps into the Lord of Light’s shoes.” 

    “Now I understand.” 

    “No, you don’t, but it’s close enough for material beings.” 

    “I agree.  I still have lots of questions, but I’ll try to muddle along,” I assured him.  “How about we get back to looking at an Earthline firmament?  I’d like to see how the universe is put together, please.” 

    “Okay.  When do you want to do this?” 

    “Now?” 

    “Uh…” he trailed off.  “I mean, sure.  We can.  It’s not a great time, though.  I’ve got a lot going on.  Since this will only be a psychic link for eyeballing things, not a divine miracle power channel thing, we could do it later tonight, if you want.” 

    “Tonight doesn’t work for me.  And your mention of nighttime reminds me.  I think I ought to do this during the day.  If an angel shows up, I could be in trouble.  Psychic piggyback ride or physically present, I don’t want to get in their faces.” 

    “Mmm.  Yes, daytime would be safer for both of us.  All right, how about in the morning?  I have a number of divine visions to grant and I’d like to get a head start on saving up the power budget.” 

    “Morning should do fine.” 

    “I’ll expect your call.” 

    I hung up the sand table and went to the mirror on the wall.  Was there anything I needed to do around the valley?  No?  How about farther afield?  Upstream?  Downstream?  Along the road?  Beyond the western wall?  No?  Everything is running as projected, which is better than expected. 

    Weird.  Peace and prosperity.  I don’t know what to do with myself.  I go away for a year and they do wonderfully.  Maybe I should stay away. 

    I checked with Leisel for suggestions.  She was delighted to find I was in residence, if only briefly.  She suggested we have dinner, to which I agreed, knowing she’d have more suggestions on things needing my talents. 

      

    As sunset approached, we rested from our… uh… labors.  She had her head on my chest for a while before she spoke. 

    “You need more wives.” The word she used was sayevae, the plural of sayeva, the generic term for a spouse of either gender.  

    “I have enough to do with one,” I replied, stretching. 

    “I’m serious.” 

    “What do I need more wives for?” 

    “You need a galvanais for your House.  A rezeet would not go amiss, either.” 

    “Tired of the social duties with visitors?” 

    “Every damned merchant to come here expects to be treated as a hero who crossed the Shallow Sea by swimming it, carrying his goods on his back.  They don’t take it kindly when I fob them off on someone else.  They expect someone with status to greet them, which would be the duty of your rezeet.” 

    “Isn’t the shift-booth to Sarashda working?” I inquired. 

    “It is, and it has been a source of great profit on each end.  Nevertheless, it does not transport everything we could wish, nor in the quantities we require.  Everything moving through it goes through only one merchant, as well.  We both wish to keep it a secret, so there is a limit to how much trade he can move.  Hazir has pointed out it should be used mostly for high-value goods, not bulk, to cut down on road taxes.  Thus we have wagons routinely travel the western road from Sarashda to the Bridgefort.” 

    “Fair enough, I suppose.  So we need a rezeet.” 

    “And a galvanais.” 

    “Why a galvanais?” 

    “I do not intend to bear children,” she stated, positively.  “I am not a mother.” 

    “Your choice,” I agreed, stretching again.  I felt tension go out of her as I said it.  I went on with, “So why do I need a galvanais?  Can’t we get by with a rezeet?” 

    “Your House.  You are the sole member of it.  Well, you and I.  You are the only one of the blood.  As long as there is only one, the idea of a single cut severing the thread of the House’s claim on this land will dwell in the minds of many.  To produce heirs, you need a galvanais.  For the succession, you must have one.” 

    My reply was somewhat profane. 

    “That’s generally how one goes about it,” she agreed. 

    “Look, I’m really not suited to the job.  I don’t do well in personal relationships.” 

    “I hadn’t noticed.” 

    “I meant day-to-day relationships.  If I lived here all the time, you’d see what I mean.” 

    “You did live here,” she pointed out. 

    “Then this is an exception.  Or you are.  How about I declare you the manzhani of House Lucard and let you handle the full rulership and succession and all that?” 

    “I am not a mother,” she stated, positively.  “I will not be.  I choose not to be.  Do not press me on this matter.” 

    “Can’t you find a galvanar willing to work with your vidan or rezaet to produce an heir or three for you?”  I deliberately used the archaic terms specifying the male versions of the more generic galvanais, vidat, and rezeet. 

    “It does not work.” 

    “Why not?” 

    “It just doesn’t.  Even if you could make me one of the bloodline, an heir produced through others would not be.” 

    “Couldn’t I adopt someone?” 

    Leisel hesitated, thinking. 

    “It’s possible,” she agreed, “but it would require approval from the Temple.” 

    “Don’t we have any agreeable priests who would do it?” 

    “Yes, but the Temples have their own problems.  Until their dogmatic difficulties are resolved, all these matters await the roll of the dice.  And, in the meantime, throw doubt on the legitimacy of any child—or children, if you want several—merely named to the blood of House Lucard. 

    “You also need a galvanais to care for your young,” she went on, “whether they are yours or not.  I am ill-suited.  You need someone of the manzhani to teach them.” 

    “You have a lot of practical experience,” I pointed out. 

    “As vidat, not as manzhani.” 

    “You’ve been running the place for a year!” 

    “As vidat, not as manzhani,” she insisted.  I recognized a cultural barrier.  She’s a loyal warrior doing her duty as a vidat.  That’s not in violation of her caste.  But taking the title of manzhani of House Lucard would be yanking her out of the warrior caste and into the nobles—and she doesn’t want to be a noble.  She likes being a warrior.  It’s the way she was raised; it’s the way she thinks.  The valley may have more looseness in the seat when it comes to caste lines, but you can’t just wave a hand and decree away centuries of tradition and breeding. 

    “Think for a minute,” I urged.  “Is there any way I can get out of getting a couple of wives?” 

    “None that I know of.  Nothing that does not bring more difficulties.” 

    I cursed in several languages.  Leisel didn’t understand the words but she understood the tone perfectly.  I rolled out of bed and to my feet.  She sat up, smiling a wry smile with no mirth in it.  I started pulling on my underwear. 

    “Fine.  Find me some candidates.” 

    “I?” she asked, surprised. 

    “You’ve advised me.  I’ve taken your advice.  Since I’m going to have to do my duty, you get to help.  Find me candidates for the positions.” 

    “You want me to seek out other wives for you?” 

    “Hell, no!  I don’t want some random lady being subjected to the difficulties of being married to me!  It’s cruel.  But you tell me it’s necessary, so I’ll do what is necessary.  I may not like it, but I’ve done a lot of things I didn’t like.  See what ladies you can find for the positions.” 

    Leisel’s reply was profane, much like my earlier outburst. 

    “If you like, yes.  Test run.  Try them out.  I don’t mind.” 

    “That’s not what I meant!” 

    “I didn’t think so.  Still, if we need a rezeet, find one.  If the House needs a galvanais, see who’s available.  I understand a union with a galvanais can be simply a bloodline arrangement?  She gets a good position in exchange for providing heirs?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Great.  I think I’d prefer that, if I’m obligated to produce heirs for the security of La Mancha.  I presume I only need one galvanais and to produce only one heir?  When can we get one here and get this over with?” 

    “It’s not that simple,” she insisted. 

    “How so?” 

    “There are many small wars going on among the cities of the Empire.  I cannot send messengers to a dozen of them to ask daughters of noble Houses to consider a trip to some hinterland—the hinterland seen as responsible for starting the religious schism—in the hope they’ll be acceptable breeding stock for the manzhani.” 

    Put that way, I could see what she meant.  Sending out for a hooker is one thing.  Going to a matchmaker in a war zone is a bit different. 

    “What’s the solution?” I asked. 

    “You have to go there and present yourself.  You negotiate with her father.  You meet the woman.  If you like her, you pay the bride-price and her father throws a wedding.” 

    “Is that normal?” I asked.  It didn’t seem to fit with my mental picture of how the Tassarian Empire did things. 

    “For commoners?  No.  Not even for the nobles, I would gather.  But we are a new House and so must show respect for the old ways.  There will be no trading of favors and influence.  Even allying with us to this extent will be a mixture of danger and opportunity.  We must offer something immediate and material.”  She sighed and climbed out of bed to stand before me.  She held both my hands in hers and looked up at me. 

    “I will find a woman of noble birth for you to bed,” she promised.  “I will even try to find one you might like.  Understand, however: You are unlikely to be taken seriously by the major Houses.  The Mazhani of a city is unlikely to receive you at all, but the manzhani of the lesser Houses may be more receptive.  It is unlikely we will be able to negotiate for one of great lineage.” 

    “As long as she’s intelligent, wise, and sturdy,” I told her, thinking about the possible inbreeding among the nobility.  I kissed her hands and went back to dressing.  The sunset was prickling, so I started my usual cleaning spell. 

    “You don’t sound happy.” 

    “I don’t want to do this,” I admitted.  “I believe you believe it to be necessary, and therefore I accept it as such, even if I don’t fully understand it.  Oh, I get the idea, but I don’t have your knowledge of the noble Houses or the cultural requirements.  You say I need wives, so I’ll accede to the need.  So see what you can work out to save the House Lucard and I’ll do my best not to let you down.  But if I had a good way to not do this, I’d take it.” 

    I did not mention my other reasons for agreeing.  I already caused a lot of grief by not adhering to the local cultural requirements, hence the presence of the valley.  Then I pissed off the warriors by introducing fancy crossbows anyone could use.  And gained a lot of restless older warriors by having monsters near the valley, but not enough monsters.  No doubt my Roman drill sergeants weren’t making me any more popular, either.  They would be teaching new ways to fight—the army way—and I felt certain this was not regarded with universal delight.  People hate change. 

    So, yeah.  I should probably make an effort to act civilized.  For a change. 

    “I will begin negotiations,” Leisel promised. 

    “Thank you.”  I latched my breastplate closed and reached for my sword belt.  “On another note, have you decided which way to go on the seaport?  A long, winding path to the sea?  Staircase locks?  Or an underground tunnel to a sea grotto?” 

    “I think the tunnel and grotto are best.  The long, lazy river has too much length to protect and I do not fully understand this water-stairway you describe.” 

    “Fair enough.  I’ll get on it as soon as it’s fully dark.” 

      

    The process of carving out an underground waterway and a cave-harbor was straightforward.  Find a spot on the coast for the mouth of the tunnel.  Measure out the tunnel length and aim it straight toward a spot directly under the valley.  Make sure it will be deep enough to provide water for ship traffic.  In this case, about as deep as the ocean floor—if the Shallow Sea is an ocean. 

    From the valley, start vertical shafts forming, headed downward.  Two shafts, one for each elevator car.  One goes up while the other goes down.  Winding around each elevator shaft, outside the shaft itself, should be a staircase for emergencies.  The river can provide ballast to bring loaded and unloaded cars into near-equilibrium and a waterwheel can crank them up or down. 

    Where the horizontal and vertical shafts meet in the depths of the mountains a small cavern will form.  Technically, the cavern will start forming right now and the tunnels will intersect it.  Inside this cavern, we’ll have a central island where the elevators touch down. 

    With the up-and-down sorted out, we’ll need a canal around the central island so ships can circle it, offload or take on cargo, and continue around to head back out. 

    Hmm.  Better widen the sea-tunnel.  Two-lane traffic for ships takes a lot of space.  Ditto for the channel around the central island.  Once you dock a ship, other ships may need to go around it to leave.  This means the cavern has to be huge.  A dome that high… no, how about another shape?  Maybe a torus, like the inside of a doughnut.  The solid center part gives us a place for the elevator shafts.  The torus shape takes up less space—and moves less stone!—while still providing a space wide enough to sail ships through. 

    Dang it, they’re not going to sail down a tunnel, are they?  They’ll have to row.  The tunnels need to be even wider!  Unless… how about a walking path along each side?  Horses could tow ships in and out, though, along a side path.  Or even in the water, if it’s shallow enough.  How deep is the draft on these boats?  They’re flat-bottomed things, so they navigate shallows easily…  

    I got the spells marked out and assembled, but in the middle of setting up their power supply, I got an alert from one of my alarm spells.  Someone came onto the property back at the house in Shasta.  The alarm’s micro-gate didn’t stay open, but went back to cycling at regular intervals.  I’d probably have several minutes here before the driveway’s electric gate finished opening, to say nothing of how long it would take before they could ring the doorbell. 

    I put all my work into safe mode.  Technically, the spells were running, but they were running on ambient magical energy.  Left alone, it would take decades for them to finish.  Later, I would hook them up to something with a bit more juice.  For the moment, I was ducking home to see who was on my lawn. 

      

    The lawn was fine.  The guest, on the other hand, gave me much to think about.  At least my arrival wasn’t a problem. I left at night and landed in my bedroom closet, upstairs.  I was just in time to catch the last few minutes of the local sunset.  I slammed into quasi-living mode, but it self-corrected as the sun finished setting.  It wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but it was unpleasant, painful, and inconvenient. 

    I have got come up with something a bit more sophisticated for my sunshine detection alarms.  I really do.  And then standardize it in all my shift-booth setups! 

    And, as I thought of it, I reversed the gates doing the time-dilation so as not to wind up with an unpleasant transformation on the way back. 

    My sweat crawled out of my armor and across the floor to the bathroom.  I waited until the last of it was out before I went downstairs to watch through the door.  My guest came up the steps.  Physical matter dims my spirit-vision, but the door is zombie-proof, not vampire-proof.  I could see him fairly well, but I had a difficult time classifying him. 

    Outwardly, through a peephole, he looked mortal.  Then again, so do I, more or less.  I recognized him from the crowd in front of city hall.  He was the handsome clergyman addressing the crowd when I came out of the courthouse.  He was blond, very much so, and his eyes were the blue you sometimes get in the waters of the Caribbean.  He was fair-skinned, broad-shouldered, square-jawed, and perfectly proportioned.  Up close, he was taller than I thought.  Six-foot-two?  Six-three?  Something like that.  He was a big guy.  Greeks would have sculpted statues of him.  Greeks might have sculpted him.  He was annoyingly pretty. 

    As for what went on inside his skin, he bore a passing resemblance to a human being.  All the patterns of color and movement I associate with living things were there, along with the more complex overlays of consciousness, awareness, and everything that goes into being someone instead of something. 

    But he was not human.  Spiritual sparks, like crawling lightning, shifted all through and around his mortal form.  If humans are clouds, he was a damaged electrical substation in a thunderstorm.  Whatever was going on with him, it was integral to his being.  This creature didn’t start out human and get turned into something else.  It might be outwardly similar to a human being.  It might share some common internal qualities with human beings.  But, fundamentally, this was not a human being. 

    Clearly, I don’t yet have a full lexicon of monsters.  I’m half-tempted to write one, but this has an obvious problem.  It would mean hunting down and identifying monsters.  I would have to bother the monsters.  I have no desire to be bothered and I imagine they don’t, either. 

    How’s that live-and-let-live strategy working for you, Boss? 

    You, I told it, shut up.  It chuckled as I lowered my visor, tugged my gauntlets firmly on, and pulled it from the fireplace. 

    The doorbell rang.  I picked up the inside handset of the intercom and cursed quietly.  It didn’t work well with a helmet.  I pulled off my helmet so I could use the intercom phone.  Poor planning on my part.  I buzzed the outside phone and he picked it up. 

    “Hello?” I asked. 

    “Hello!  I’m looking for a Mr. Kent.” 

    “May I say who is calling, sir?”  I tried to channel Graves, my old butler.  It must have worked. 

    “You may.  I am the Reverend Adam Alden.” 

    “And your business, sir?” 

    “I’ll discuss it with Mr. Kent,” he replied, mildly enough. 

    “One moment, please.  I shall see if the master will accept a visitor at this hour.” 

    I hung up the intercom and looked at my would-be guest a bit more through the comforting layers of steel and composite making up my new front door.  I wasn’t about to tendril-touch anything.  He clearly didn’t want to wait, but he chose to be patient.  Other than that, I’d have to categorize him as amused.  Possibly smug.  Confident.  In control.  Yes, that was it.  He felt in control of the situation. 

    I didn’t see any weapons on him, nor did I detect anything magical, but the cross he wore around his neck might be a problem if he knew how to use it.  There was something fishy, though, about the necklace.  Is it appropriate to wear a rosary around one’s neck?  I’m not sure of the denominational differences.  But something about the rosary seemed off. 

    Firebrand? 

    His mind sounds weird, Boss. 

    How so? 

    It’s like listening to whispers in a cavern.  I’m not sure what it means. 

    Are you getting anything at all? 

    Oh, yes.  His surface thoughts are exceptionally clear and sharp.  He’s waiting on you.  He’s here to see the witch for himself.  Everything is working out, but shutting up the other one—I presume the other priest—is something he’s toying with.  He hasn’t decided if the other priest is still useful in his role…? 

    Is this the religious big shot from Sacramento?  The one who came to see if Cameron’s recovery was a miracle? 

    I’m not sure.  He wants to take a look at you and Phoebe. 

    His timing needs work, I grumbled. 

    Or it’s perfect.  Depends on how you look at it.  I think he’s… he’s been patient long enough?  He’s not exactly impatient, but he’s also tired of waiting, if that makes any sense. 

    I understand the feeling, but I’m not sure if this makes any sense, yet. 

    “I’m sorry,” I relayed through the intercom, “Mr. Kent has retired for the evening.  May I take a message or have him contact you?” 

    Irritation, contained.  Self-restraint.  Resignation.  Acceptance. 

    “Certainly.  Please have him call me at his earliest convenience.” 

    “Very good, sir.” 

    I took his information and he departed.  I was in no way sorry to see him go. 

    I swear, the instant Phoebe gives up on this place, we are out of here.  The weirdness is beginning to worry me. 

    

  


   
    Friday, July 3rd, 1959 

      

    Dang it, we are not out of here. 

    So, after dealing with the visitor, I went back to Tauta, finished setting up the tunnel spells, and ran a power line straight up into the sky.  Then I built a solar conversion panel—the stealthy sort, grabbing anything that isn’t visible light—and sent it up the line.  And another one.  And another one.  And so on.  There’s a set of panels up there at about a hundred thousand feet, programmed to replicate in an east-west strip.  For now, half of the power output is going to replication while the other half is pushing the rock-shaping spells 

    I’ll check on the progress again in a week or four and see what needs to be adjusted.  There’s a point of diminishing returns as far as power input goes.  The spells I’m using to form the tunnels are only so powerful; they can only handle so much load.  Extra power above that level can still help, since I built them with overload safeties, but there isn’t as much rock moved per unit of energy.  It does go faster, but not much faster.  On the other hand, the spells, by virtue of having a lot of power run through them, will gradually become capable of handling more power, so their effective efficiency will increase… 

    Wizard math.  It’s a lot like engineering math.  Trouble is, Jim, I’m a physicist, not an engineer! 

    Finally, the sun came up in Tauta.  The spell structures worked perfectly.  Go me! 

    With those sorted out, I retired to the sand table room, bolted the door, and assumed a meditation posture.  My altar ego and I went on a virtual tour of the cosmos.  He looked at things and I rode along, sharing his perceptions. 

    For the record, I did not enjoy this.  I’ve had to adapt to seeing the world in alternating forms—normal vision, albeit in high resolution, and VampVision™, shadowless and monochrome, overlaid with colors of energies, wild and pulsing and ever-changing.  But these are merely changes in the way I see things.  The things are still familiar things.  The shapes are the shapes of physical objects, and the non-physical phenomena are in relation to objects and so intuitively understandable. 

    Not so the shape of universes. 

    I understand, now, why my altar ego was so hesitant about accepting any metaphor for how the universes relate to the Void or to each other.  Even with a good look at the way physical realities interact with the energy planes, I don’t comprehend it.  I’m not sure I can, and I work with n-dimensional wormhole equations the way other people count their change. 

    There’s a huge difference between doing the math to take you to space and actually riding the rocket.  I may conceptualize it, even manipulate symbols referring to it, but I do not understand. 

    My altar ego calls it “mortal brain.”  Apparently, if you’re not an energy-state being, you cannot accurately perceive the way the universes are put together.  I feel like someone who can only see black and white suddenly granted color vision, stuck inside a kaleidoscope while on acid.  Or worse.  And now I’m stuck in a monochrome world again while trying to explain color. 

    Mr. A. Square of Flatland had a similar problem.  No, I take it back.  He had exactly the same problem, only to a lesser degree. 

    While I may not be able to grasp how the universes fit together in the larger scheme of things, I didn’t come away from the experience without some benefit.  We took a long look at the… well, I guess I have to call it the “edge” of a universe, but it isn’t really a discrete wall.  The way the geometry of the Earth spaces is set up, everything curves back on itself.  You can’t get to the edge because you can’t go in that direction.  Well, that’s not quite true.  From an inside perspective, you’re always in the middle of the universe.  From an outside perspective, wherever you are inside, you’re standing at the edge of the universe.  A single step in an impossible direction will take you into the Void.  You can’t take such a step, though.  You’re living in Flatland, so you can go north, south, east, or west… but never up or down. 

    I realize this isn’t helpful to would-be extra-universal explorers, but it’s the best I can do. 

    Once I decided I’d had enough gazing into the infinite complexities of intertwined multiversal dimensions—which was pretty quickly, all things considered; my intellectual overclocking was trying to burst blood vessels—we turned our attention to Rethven and its Firmament. 

    The way the celestial sorts see a Firmament is very different from the way we mortals and quasi-mortals do.  I could comprehend these much more easily than the infinite cosmic mysteries.  Rather, I felt it was not beyond my capability to comprehend, given time and study. 

    Take Rethven and Tauta as examples.  One of the most fundamental differences is gravity.  In Rethven, gravity is a fixed reference.  “Down” is defined by the orientation of the Firmament.  If someone, somehow, could tilt the plane of the world, everything would slide off it.  Whereas in Tauta, gravity is a bit more complicated.  “Down” is always toward the nearest, largest mass—and only in that direction.  You don’t have Lagrangian complications from overlapping gravitational fields.  It’s all or nothing.  As a result, if someone could make a mountain fly, a person could walk over, around, and under it as though it were the world—the gravity would be one Tautan gravity, unaffected by any pesky planet. 

    In Rethven, gravity is a direction.  In Tauta, gravity is a point source with conditions, and I don’t quite get all the conditions, yet.  I’m still getting a feel for Firmaments. 

    Rethven and Tauta are examples, but there are so many others!  If I can figure out how to read it, the Firmament of any world can tell me the rules of the voidworlds—the physics, if you will. 

    With much to meditate on, I spent the rest of the day in Tauta to do so.  I sat in my headspace in intense thought, wrestling with new concepts and coming to grips with facts, pounding them into knowledge and reheating them as needed to forge understanding.  It was a fight, but this is the sort of fight I’m good at. 

    I eventually felt I was on top of the major issues.  Enough to let what I’d learned simmer instead of stirring it at a rolling boil, at least.  I headed back to Shasta, once the night cycles were temporarily in sync, and did occasional chores.  Tacking another cargo container or several onto the voidstation, for example.  Little things.  Bronze decided to stay with her truck—and Phoebe. 

    This almost brings us up to now. 

    After a few more days in Tauta—meaning, late last night—Phoebe came home.  When she arrived, she was quiet and thoughtful, even distracted.  She kissed my cheek and went to bed. 

    “Bronze?” 

    Bronze assured me Phoebe was fine.  She simply had a lot on her mind. 

    “All right.” 

    I checked in with Zeno, my new computer.  After a few false starts, he got the hang of his mission and really started making impressive strides.  I’m connecting him to progressively higher-technology worlds to let him practice.  I figure if he can own the Internet anywhere up to the 22nd century, he ought to be good enough to keep us off the radar anywhere in the 21st.  He’s still got a ways to go before I trust him to do it.  I will pack up and move at the drop of a hat, but Phoebe is more social than I am.  Zeno is going to be a present for her when she moves out.  I suspect that day is coming soon. 

    As for packing up and moving, I’ve relocated or duplicated most of my shop equipment to the voidstation.  I’ve certainly got room for it, now, along with cells for human test subjects, a kitchen, and all the other accoutrements of both a house and a prison.  It still needs supplies for guests, but I’m holding off on stocking it for now.  Time differentials being what they are, I could stock supplies for living guests and find everything has gone stale before I get any in there. 

    I’ve also sat inside my angel containment sphere and given it some thought.  Viewing it from an inside perspective made it easier to consider how an angel would try to escape.  I’m pretty sure it doesn’t have an easy way out, aside from sheer, brute power.  But can it scream for help?  Can someone notice it’s missing and start looking for it?  Now I have a better understanding of how energy-state planes and material realms interact, so yes, it was possible it might be found. 

    Which, of course, meant adding to the world.  Voidstation, I mean.  There wasn’t a good way to alter the firmament spells to hide from celestial energies, but the voidstation isn’t that big.  I have spells to hide me from angels.  Enchanting a couple of ideograms specifically to ward the voidstation from celestial sensor sweeps wasn’t out of the question.  I probably overdid it, but I have no problem with overkill when it comes to celestial entities capable of setting me on fire with a glance. 

    On the other hand, angel dissection and examination proved a bit trickier to set up.  While I now have the spells to do it, using them inside the containment diagram is… well… problematic.  How do you cast spells across the barriers?  The containment circles are brutally powerful.  They don’t bother me when I cross them, but do I want to step into the cage with the tiger?  If I do figure a way to use spells through the barrier, how do I get the angel to hold still for it?  Dissecting a squirming subject is difficult, at best. 

    I’ve given this a lot of thought, and I believe I’ve got a solution.  Not a perfect solution, but maybe a good-enough one.  The prison cells for human test subjects gave me an idea. 

    The angel containment circles are fine for observation.  They will serve as a prison for a captive entity in much the same way a prison cell holds a human.  But if you want to dissect a human, you don’t put the human in a cell and throw scalpels at him.  It’s time-consuming, exhausting, and messy.  Besides, who wants to clean up?  What you do is strap him down on a table, preferably one with a drain. 

    How the hell do you strap an angel down? 

    Answer:  You don’t.  You strap a human to a table with the angel in the body. 

    I’ve been reviewing the flask design I used/will use to contain Valan.  The principle is simple enough.  In some ways, what I want to do is like a charm to prevent possession, only the other way around.  Instead of an anti-possession charm, I want an anti-exorcism charm, or something like it.  I want to bind the spirit to the body so it can’t escape.  Then I can strap the body down and avoid a lot of nasty complications involving energy-state beings in their native state. 

    I am immediately tempted to grab the good Reverend Culson and use him as my first angel-trap test subject, but there are two things preventing me. 

    First, if he simply vanishes one afternoon, the Sheriff will have a lot of questions for me.  I won’t be the prime suspect.  I’ll be the only suspect.  Even with a rock-bottomed, copper-clad alibi, I’ll get enormous amounts of grief. 

    Second, he’s a living being with a well-developed and complex spirit.  I’d much rather use an empty, cloned body.  They haven’t had experiences and haven’t developed any sort of spiritual presence.  Clones won’t cloud the issue by being people and angels at the same time.  It’s like trying to read text printed on a picture.  The dimmer the picture, the easier it is to read the text. 

    Which, of course, means I need to get cloning gear, as well.  Next on my shopping list.  Or, no… hang on.  If Valan could mock me in the junkyard… He was wearing a corpse, not a living body.  Would it be easier to contain an angelic spirit in a living body or a dead one?  This will bear thinking about, but I can’t tell you how tempted I am to dissect an angel zombie. 

    Okay, now we’re up to Friday morning.  Sorry for the confusion, but I’ve been a bit distracted from my usual diary entries.  I’ll try to keep up better. 

      

    Phoebe and I went through our morning routine before continuing our headspace lessons on gate theory and design.  She doesn’t have a talent for it, but she plugs away at it with me.  Still, she’s got the basic idea.  She may never design a gate spell, but I’m sure she’ll be able to cast one before we’re through. 

    A larger issue is the sheer force required.  The power levels are still a bit beyond her without a lot of preparation.  I’m not surprised.  Most mortals can’t cast a basic point-to-point gate spell in a high-magic world without killing themselves.  Just shoving that much power around is more than most people can handle.  That’s why the Hand set up all the elaborate preparations in their compound in Telen.  Gates are difficult and expensive.  I just make them look easy, and I only cast the larger ones when I’ve got a fistful of power crystals. 

    Today, though, Phoebe wanted to go over other spells.  We reviewed the basics on enchantments and I answered questions about specific issues.  Armor enhancements, for one thing, but also the Thousand Hammers spell.  We also went over the spell I use on arrows.  Or used to, back when (front when?) I had the bow Flim and his sons built for me.  I wonder what became of it?  Will become of it?  Where I left it, I mean.  I put it down somewhere and I don’t recall where. 

    One good thing about going back in time: I should be able to find it. 

    I laid out the diagrams and charts on the desk in my mental study. 

    “You seem to have something in mind,” I observed.  “Care to share with your old man?” 

    “I’ve been thinking about these things.  I want to make sure I’ve got them down before I start experimenting with them.” 

    “Ah, finally getting to your enchantments?” 

    “Yep.” 

    “Got the armor you want?” 

    “That’s something I wanted to talk to you about, Pop.  I have the fencing gear and a suit of scales, but neither one is really what I want.” 

    “What do you want, then?  Titanium-alloy chainmail?” 

    “I’m serious, Pop.” 

    “So am I.” 

    “You are?  It’s hard to tell with you Pop.” 

    “I empathize.  What sort of armor to you want?” 

    “Can I custom-order stuff?” 

    “Sure.  The barn has more spiders than you can shake a stick at.”  I made a mental note to chuck some more mice and other rodents up there. 

    “No, no.  I meant custom-order stuff from a high-tech place.  Spider silk is nice, but I was thinking of something a little more elaborate than underwear.  Face it, Pop.  Your underwear is functional and comfortable, but it’s a fashion disaster.” 

    “You need fashionable underwear for something?” 

    “That’s not what I mean!  It’s good stuff, but I want something more specific.” 

    “I guess that’s fair,” I allowed.  “I’m not known for being stylish.” 

    “Depends on what you’re doing, Pop.  The people in Happy Valley think you’re awesome.  You’re the only raven among parrots.  They think you have style.” 

    “I call it La Mancha valley, and they think I’m an avatar of a god.” 

    “Aren’t you?” 

    “What sort of high-tech armor are we talking about?” I asked. 

    She explained and we worked through designs, there in my mental study.  I made a few suggestions.  I’ve been wearing armor longer than she has. 

    Simply put, she wanted a full bodysuit with tactically-placed plates.  With goggles, it would be a total-coverage outfit.  While it would be bulletproof in the sense nothing would penetrate, being pummeled by bullets wouldn’t be pleasant.  Enchantments could shore up some of the design’s weaknesses, but it would never be plate armor.  Velina might not do more than bruise her, but anything like me would still tear chunks out. 

    “Why not plate?” I asked. 

    “It has plates.” 

    “Yes, but it has big gaps, too.” 

    “And ballistic cloth.  I need the mobility, Pop.  You can afford to fight like a tank.  I have to fight like a jeep with a gun mount.” 

    “You’ve been watching war movies, haven’t you?” 

    “Good stuff in some of them.” 

    “All right.  No doubt the armor will evolve with your needs and experience.  Mine did.  I’ll see what I can find,” I promised. 

    “Fantastic!  Thanks, Pop!  Now can we go over the—” 

    “Hold it.” 

    “Hmm?” 

    “You’re moving into the realm of serious power, kiddo.  Your usual levels of energy flow are going to take a lot more time to enchant things of this level than you think.  You channel power very well, but now we’re starting to talk about heavy-duty wizard work and big piles of energy in single spells.” 

    “I can make crystals.” 

    “But can you transfer the energy efficiently?  There’s the problem.” 

    “I can only handle as much as I can handle.  I’ll get better with practice, won’t I?” 

    “That’s why you’re so good now.  You’ve been practicing since you could think in the proper symbol set.” 

    “And…?” 

    “And I think it’s time you took the Ascension Sphere.” 

    “The magical concentration spell?” she asked, doubtfully.  “I can already cast one.  I’m pretty sure I can.  I’m confident I know the spell well enough.” 

    “I’m sure you do.  I mean setting one up and sitting in it.  The exposure to the increasing levels of energy has beneficial effects on your power capacity.” 

    “Oh?  Why haven’t we done this sooner?  Let’s go!” 

    “Because it can set your soul on fire.” 

    “Oh,” she said, deflating.  “That’s bad, isn’t it?” 

    “So I’m told.  I haven’t met anyone who’s had their soul set on fire—not that I know of—but I suspect it doesn’t turn out well.  It might explain why magicians always seem to have psychological issues, though.  I have some safety ideas for it.” 

    “I should hope so.  What do I have to do?” 

    “Well, it usually takes about twenty-four hours to complete the ritual, but that’s mostly based on Rethvan magicians taking it as a test to see if an apprentice is ready to graduate.  In your case, we’ll be doing it until you decide you can’t stand it.  I’ll be right there, watching the whole time.  Then, after you’ve had a chance to recover, we might do it again and see if there’s additional improvement.  We’ll keep repeating it in stages until you’re done.” 

    “Hmm.  Well, our game is about twenty-eight hours away.  Can I do this in twelve-hour stretches?” 

    “We won’t do it here.  We’ll head over to a highly-magical world and do it there, both for the magic and the time differential.” 

    “After breakfast?” 

    “Definitely after breakfast.” 

    “I’m game if you are.” 

    “I’ll go put in your armor order.  Then I’ll get out the pads so you can beat me up.  After that, we’ll head out to bake you for a while.” 

    “Actually, Pop, I have a notion.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “How about we go to the barn and I try to avoid you?  I want to run around and jump and roll and stuff, trying to keep from getting hit until I can get into an advantageous position to hit back.” 

    “Interesting.  Sounds like a good exercise.  Were you doing this with the warriors in Tauta?” 

    “Yep.  Took them a while to get the idea, though.  They don’t like playing new games.  Most of them don’t.” 

    “They have a rather hidebound, static culture.” 

    “I’ve noticed.  But you gave Leisel some Romans and told her to have them teach, didn’t you?” 

    “I did.  They need work on fighting as an army instead of a mob.” 

    “I’ve seen them trying.  They hate it.” 

    “I didn’t expect them to like it, but I do expect them to try.” 

    “They’re taking orders, but I’m not sure about how hard they’re trying to learn.  They’re still really good fighters, Pop.” 

    “Don’t I know it.  They’re professionals.  They just lack some of the most important soldier skills.  Okay.  Let’s go run around the barn.” 

      

    For our Ascension Sphere treatment, we took a trip to Unicorn Land.  It’s a high-magic environment, so setting up an Ascension Sphere for this purpose was worthwhile.  We found a cave system deep enough to keep me intact through my changes and I set up the Sphere.  Phoebe sat down in a good meditation position and I engaged the spell. 

    She took it like a champ.  It’s not a big hit, at first.  It’s a slow, constant buildup.  I sat down, laid my saber across my armored thighs, and watched.  I’ve never seen someone actually go through this process, but I know it has strongly beneficial effects.  And some risks. 

    I can’t exactly experiment on myself to see how it goes.  Not anymore, at least.  I’ve been through the process more than mortal man can take.  I suppose I could experiment on other creatures, but I’m not sure I want to see what happens to a monkey.  Do we get deep-fried monkey brains?  King Kong?  Or an uber-monkey?  None of these seems like a good thing to me. 

    I was a bit nervous.  After all, Phoebe’s safety was on the line.  I had my hand on the dump valve, ready to start bleeding off the—pardon my metaphoric mixing, here—energy pressure.  If necessary, I could dump the whole thing like popping a balloon, but I didn’t like the idea of such a sudden alteration in her environment.  It might have secondary effects, like surfacing suddenly after a long, deep dive.  Hence the variable intensity control. 

    Phoebe sat and meditated while I watched and waited.  Hours went by, along with a sunset.  I had to tell a few magical creatures to take a hike, as well.  A couple of giant spiders—human-sized—came by, one after the other.  Some flame effects convinced them this cave was inhospitable.  There was also a minotaur, but it was more reasonable.  It looked at me, I looked at it, and my cloak rolled forward like a cloud of nothingness.  They have some brains in those bovine heads. 

    Interestingly, a shadow came slipping across the stones.  My dark-vision didn’t see it initially, but when it entered our illuminated area, it showed up rather well.  There was nothing to cast the shadow.  It was an independent entity and I had a hard time judging its shape.  Whatever cast it, once upon a time, was indeterminate.  I wondered if the original creature was dead and the shadow had been freed or if it was more like Peter Pan’s—loose and wandering around. 

    Once I knew what to look for, I could see its spirit-energies easily enough.  It was a pale, dim thing, though, and not very sophisticated.  At a guess, it was on par with a ghost, albeit one roaming around to hunt for spiritual energies upon which to feed.  In many ways, like a vampire. 

    My own shadow moved to intercept it and it didn’t like that.  It circled, trying to get to Phoebe or the Sphere, but it didn’t seem willing to attack my own shadow, nor me.  I produced a dozen floating balls of brilliant light and set them to herding it away.  It eventually decided this was not a good place to be and retreated. 

    This raises questions about my own shadow.  It’s still connected to me.  What happens when, someday, I’m finally killed?  Will it wander off to haunt the world and drain the life out of things? 

    I suppose it shouldn’t really matter to me… except it does. 

    Phoebe barely noticed the rising magical power levels.  This went on for hours while I fidgeted and wondered if there should be a more obvious effect.  Finally, I stepped into my mental study and went hunting through the library.  Everything on the Ascension Sphere and the proper use of it for the ritual.  What was I missing? 

    At last, I found it.  The postulant should actually use the power inside the Sphere, channeling larger and larger quantities of it into spells.  In many cases—in Rethven, anyway—the magician would emerge with a freshly-enchanted item unique to the magician in question.  In other cases, the smoking corpse of the failed magician would crumble to ash. 

    Damn.  I thought I remembered this better. 

    Still, it wasn’t too difficult to have Phoebe cast some tiny spells for practice.  It’s not like the energy contained the Sphere was beyond her present capabilities.  She started working with the energies inside, small spells at first, gradually increasing in energy requirements and intensity. 

    “It’s kind of warm, Pop,” she mentioned, after casting a deflection spell powerful enough to divert shotgun slugs.  She did it much more quickly than I expected, too. 

    “How so?” 

    “I can feel the energies moving through me.  They feel… hotter, somehow.” 

    “The intensity keeps rising even though you’re using some of it.  You’re not using it as fast as it builds up.” 

    “Couldn’t I do this with power crystals?  With them as the power source, I mean.  Channel larger and larger quantities of energy from crystals instead of sitting inside this battery?” 

    “Yes and no.  Casting high-powered spells is good training, yes, but being bathed in this sort of intense magical field while you do it is also having an effect.”  I leaned close to the edge of the Sphere to look into Phoebe.  “There are transformational changes going on.” 

    “It feels tingly and weird, Pop.” 

    “Does it hurt?” 

    “No.  Not as such.” 

    “From what I’m seeing, it reminds me of the difference between diet and exercise.” 

    “How so?” 

    “You cast a spell and it’s like exercise.  Your… well, your magical muscles, they glow with the effort.  They look as though they’re absorbing something of the magical environment, like you’re adapting to the higher power concentration.  It’s like you’re working out your normal muscles, but doing it with all the proper nutrients and maybe some drugs in your bloodstream.  It’s not an exact comparison, but I think I make my point.” 

    “Okay.  Should I keep working out?” 

    “Definitely.  At least, until you feel you’re pushing yourself too hard.  If you pull something, we’re done for tonight.” 

    “Gotcha.” 

    So she kept at it.  She wears stud earrings.  They’re now spell crystals.  She had a pocketknife.  It’s permanently sharp, will never rust, repairs itself, and is unlikely to break—ever.  She’s also built half a dozen light spells of low complexity but with enormous force.  Those are currently roaming around the cavern system, shining as brightly as the sun.  Well, allowing for the difference in distance.  I’m just glad they’re not emitting comparable heat. 

    Strangely, once she started chucking those out, nothing else has come into our particular cavern.  It’s almost like nothing wants to find out what’s generating the things. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yes?” 

    “I’m sweating, and I’m starting to feel a sort of burning sensation when I cast a spell.” 

    “You said it felt hot?” 

    “That was before.  This stings, sort of.  It’s not painful, exactly, but it’s new.  In your exercise metaphor, I think I’m feeling the burn.” 

    “We’ll call it quits for now,” I decided.  I started my dump process, shutting down the Ascension Sphere intake function and slowly bleeding off the internal power.  “We’ll see how you’re doing for the next day, maybe the next week.  When you’ve adjusted to any changes and recovered, we can do it again.” 

    “How much of a change do you expect?” she asked, anxiously. 

    “I don’t know.  Magicians who do this only do it once, as a sort of final initiation.  It goes on longer and at a much greater intensity.  It either kills them or it doesn’t.  You have a soft-hearted father who is willing to go to the extra trouble of multiple treatments to avoid the whole risk-of-death thing.” 

    “You’re the best, Pop.  Have I told you that?” 

    “Once, I think.” 

    “Make it twice,” she said.  “You’re the best, Pop.” 

    “Noted.  Now keep casting minor spells as a cool-down exercise while this thing winds down.” 

      

    Phoebe elected to rest in Unicorn Land before returning to the house.  With the timeclock ticking off extra time for us, there was no rush in getting back.  It also helped that she rested until after the local dawn.  It made my transition back to a daytime Shasta much easier. 

    Turns out she was thinking ahead.  She had a date with Cameron early in the afternoon—it’s still the same Friday we left on!—and wanted to be fresh for it. 

    With her rested and refreshed and off on her date, what was I to do?  Upgrade the voidstation?  Fetch cloning equipment?  Or should I try to spy on Culson and see what he’s up to?  Maybe call the big shot, Reverend Alden?  Or do more work on the house in Swisher?  Further solidify our identities there?  Establish more of a money trail, for example? 

    At least Zeno didn’t need any help.  He was doing fine on his own, cheerfully exploring and invading systems on an Earth branch until they tracked down the data hub with his connection.  Then he closed the micro-gate and dialed up the next one on my list.  He can’t actually dial a new destination, but I imprinted a dozen different destinations on crystals for him—save slots, like the ones I used in the evacuation gates in Mount Arthur, in Vios. 

    He’s getting good.  It helps to have a powerful processor and a perfect memory. 

    You know what?  I think I’m going to do more work on firmaments.  I have a much better idea of how they work.  I can’t build a real Firmament, but a spell-wrought effect like a Firmament—that I can do.  And, armed with a huge boost to my understanding of the things, I think I can build a much better version than my current one, and it’s kind of an important component to voidstations.  And I do plan to build a better voidstation than my flat-world prototype… 

      

    Phoebe came home from her date a little after dark.  Her mood was much improved.  She smiled as she came in the front door, whistling as she went upstairs, and the records playing in her room were much more cheerful.  “Come Go with Me,” “Chances Are,” and “Love is Strange,” for examples. 

    Bronze gently informed me how Phoebe and Cameron were getting along.  Earlier, they’d had a bit of a disagreement over something, but they managed to make up.  And make out.  In the back seat.  It’s not that Bronze minded them being all smoochy and perhaps a bit gropey as long as they were both for it, but she was a trifle worried about whether or not this was kosher.  So, despite my confidentiality and privacy preferences, she thought I ought to know. 

    “Don’t worry about it,” I told her.  “Thank you for telling me, but Phoebe’s long been of an age where boys notice her, and vice versa.  Now she’s starting to take a serious interest in one of the better ones.” 

    Yes, surely, and it’s both right and proper for her to, what with growing up and all.  But shouldn’t I be aware of who and what was being done? 

    “Only in the broadest sense.  I already knew about Cameron, but it’s nice to be aware their relationship is becoming more physical.  She already knows the mechanics of sexual relations, so I’m not worried about her being confused or ignorant of the process.  At worst, she might have to show anyone close to her age exactly how it’s done.  I do hope she’ll think ahead far enough to deal with the difficulties of her first time.” 

    Bronze informed me I might want to have a talk with her to make sure.  Excitement and youthful exuberance sometimes outweigh brains. 

    “Fine, fine.  I’ll discuss it with her.  Does it have to be now?” 

    The next date wasn’t scheduled until after the Saturday game, when Phoebe, ostensibly, would run Cameron home. 

    “Ah.  Tomorrow morning, then.” 

    Bronze thought it a very good time. 

    She tends to mother Phoebe.  Come to think of it, sometimes she mothers me. 

      

    My preliminary experiments with Firmament principles yielded good results.  I can’t define a universe from scratch with my spell-firmaments, but I can copy a universe by, basically, looking at their Firmament and building a spell to mimic it.  Then I can tweak it a bit, fiddling with the parameters.  Basically, it’s a case of “What does this button do?” 

    On a brighter note, once I’ve studied a Firmament, I can probably copy it fairly faithfully.  I remember Rethven’s.  I cast a firmament spell there, copying that one.  I can make another one just like it.  Hence, my voidstation Mark One with its gravity peculiarities. 

    It’s not a world, my voidstation.  It’s floating in the Void, yes, but it’s more like a space station than a ship.  I should probably name it something.  Maybe when I have two of them I’ll name them.  I’ll have to differentiate between them, rather than, “the voidstation.” 

    I think I have a pretty good idea on how to build my Mark Two voidstation’s firmament.  Now all I need are a matter-conversion reactor and a boxcar. 

    Actually… hang on.  Is there a huge, spherical building I can swipe and use as the initial structure?  I can add to it, sure, but a giant sphere would be helpful in getting the whole thing going. 

    Find me a post-apocalyptic world with an intact Epcot. 

      

    Dang it, Spaceship Earth at Epcot Center is always damaged.  All the unoccupied ones are, anyway.  Whether it’s from direct exposure to weapons, nuclear winter, global warming, or simply time and neglect, the building isn’t what I want. 

    To be fair, all I want is the outer shell.  The stuff inside is simply convenient material to be reshaped and pressed into structural service. 

    I suppose I could collect a lot of panels from damaged buildings in other worlds and use them to repair the one I want.  Trouble is, considering how much effort it would take, it wouldn’t be worth it. 

    Then I did the math for transposing the entire sphere into the Void.  Yikes.  I’m not saying it can’t be done, but it would be a non-trivial problem to build a shift-spell of such magnitude.  The expense of gate spells depends on the category—in-universe or extra-universal—the surface area involved, and the duration.  Shift-spaces have the same power issues, but instead of width, height, and duration, shift-spaces almost negate the time issue and replace it with length.  It’s a volume calculation instead of a time-and-surface-area one.  Each has their uses… but moving Epcot would take a massive power bank and maybe some orichalcum wiring for the diagram. 

    Oh, well.  Maybe it’s for the best.  Angels would be all over the place when so much chaos dropped, spattered, flew, crawled, oozed, kalped, flarked, and glurbed all over a chunk of Florida. 

    No, I think I have a better idea.  I’ve built things using “seeds” before.  I can create a highly-charged model and let it grow.  Why not start by building a model sphere?  The interior can start with a shift-space spell, so I can drop material into the sphere and let the architectural spells rearrange everything.  It’ll obviously need a firmament spell, but it’ll also need a power source. 

    Hang on.  How about I treat it like a docked space station?  I can get a big, steel sphere, attach a new firmament plate and an orichalcum power line, and simply kick it out of the first voidstation.  It can float there, connected by an umbilical, while it reshapes into what I want.  I’ll have to fiddle with the interface between firmament spells, but maybe I can have the little station docked to the big station, somehow. 

    If I include a couple of small auto-shift boxes to keep dropping material in it, it’ll keep growing.  Eventually, I’ll have ready-made spaces to install the reactor, extra firmament plates, power crystals, the lot. 

    I don’t see why it won’t work, but I’ll doubtless figure out how it went wrong afterward.  The only problem with being a pessimist is being right so often.  Here’s hoping this isn’t one of those times. 

    I headed out to my voidstation with a time-ticker running.  I set everything up and gently rolled a man-sized sphere out into the chaos.  The two firmament glyphs on its exterior flared for a moment, but stabilized.  Power flow from the reactors looked good.  The interface between spell-firmaments was stable.  The spells defining its “correct” shape got to work on expanding the existing material.  Nothing disintegrated, turned funny colors, or sprouted neckties, so I gave it a tentative, non-tentacled thumbs-up. 

    If angels can impose order on chaos, turning the stuff of the Void into physical matter, is it possible to do something similar with magic?  Could I tease a steady stream of chaotic nothing out of the Void and turn it into… well, whatever I need for building a voidstation?  I can build faux firmaments.  Why not? 

    Because I don’t understand the process, that’s why not.  I need to antagonize more angels and study how they do their trick with raw chaos.  I’m not playing with the raw stuff of the Void until I have a much firmer grasp on the principles.  Eventually, though, maybe I’ll figure out how to turn Voidstuff into Worldstuff. 

    For the next millennium or two, though, I think I’ll stick to automatic shift-boxes. 

    I left the fledgling voidstation to rearrange itself.  I took myself back to Shasta for the rest of the night.  Firebrand and Bronze reported a quiet evening.  Gus was upstairs, sleeping with Phoebe.  Perfect. 

    I fetched a good book and barely settled my butt in my recliner before an alarm spell went off.  It notified me of someone coming down the dirt road.  I checked the time.  At three in the morning?  Well, that’s not suspicious at all. 

    I snapped my fingers and all the locks and bolts of the house closed.  I heaved myself up out of my chair and, grumbling, went to fetch my shotgun.  I watched out front through the curtains of my bedroom window.  Bronze, parked in the garage, quietly switched to her statue.  Firebrand listened for all of us. 

    Two pickup trucks and a car rolled quietly up to the gate, their headlights turned off.  The pickup in the lead didn’t come close enough to trigger the buried gate-switch.  Nobody flipped the post-mounted switch, either.  Instead, one man got out and climbed over.  He manually lifted the latch and shoved the gate to the side.  The lead truck nosed in slowly, haltingly, as though feeling its way along. 

    Someone’s been talking about the pit trap, I see.  They were trying to sneak in, but didn’t know the pressure switches buried in the road act like a doorbell whether the gate is open or not.  At least they didn’t damage the gate. 

    They crept up onto the circle drive and turned around at the junction of main driveway and circle drive.  They never came near the house and never revved the engines.  When they had their trucks pointed outward for quick departure, men climbed out and grabbed tools.  They wore working clothes, not neckties and vests.  None of them were dressed in an obviously clerical fashion. 

    Firebrand and I watched.  We couldn’t be certain, but we didn’t see any signs of mental tampering.  Doesn’t mean it wasn’t there.  It only means we didn’t see it at a distance.  It might take proximity and a conversation to tell for sure. 

    They dug a hole in my lawn, quickly and quietly.  I didn’t shoot anyone, but I was tempted.  Why does everyone want to do awful things to my lawn?  What did it ever do to anyone?  Admittedly, it’s probably one of the more dangerous lawns in the country, but it hasn’t actually hurt anybody.  Tomorrow, I’m planting carnivorous grass, dammit! 

    No, I take that back.  I like Rodney.  Besides, he needs the work. 

    Fortunately for me, they didn’t have a lot of light, just the thinnest slice of the waning moon and starlight.  They didn’t notice anything amiss in their diggings.  Fortunately for them, det cord doesn’t require secondary detonators.  All it takes is one to start the whole shebang, but it’s otherwise pretty stable.  Cutting through it with shovels and whatnot doesn’t set it off. 

    While three of them did their digging, three others put together a post and crossbeam.  When it was all ready, they raised it, planted it firmly, and filled in the hole.  Most of them got in their vehicles and prepared to leave.  One stayed to light the cross.  They’d painted it with something and the lighter had a hard time getting it going. 

    If it was my task, I’d have drilled a few rows of tiny holes along the whole thing with a two- or three-millimeter bit, all the way through.  Soak it overnight in fresh motor oil.  Wrap a tight layer of cotton cloth around everything and use melted candle wax to glue it in place.  Just before setting it upright, pour lamp oil along both lengths of wood, soaking the cotton.  It’ll light easily, and, boy, will it burn! 

    Clearly, none of them were pyromaniacs.  I’m not a pyromaniac, but I hang out with one a lot.  

    The other vehicles were already leaving.  The ignition man finally got the base of the cross lit and leaped into the bed of the last truck.  The driver gunned it all the way out through the gate.  Whatever they used to coat the wooden cross, it smoked something awful, but it burned hot.  Pitch, maybe, or creosote?  The wind was wrong, so I couldn’t smell it.  It took a minute for the flames to work their way up the central shaft and considerably longer to work their way out along the crossbeams. 

    Firebrand was not impressed.  Well, neither was I.  Bronze didn’t think much of it, either.  I think the cross-burning guys hadn’t done this before, and they didn’t give it much thought. 

    I gave a lot of thought to showing them how the forces of darkness really work.  I was sorely tempted. 

    Theological question.  If souls are obtained by tempting people to do evil things, is it worthwhile to tempt people who are already evil?  Or is it just so easy to tempt evil people that it’s inconsequential?  Regardless, I felt tempted and I resisted.  I guess that’s a mark in my favor. 

    I did a quick check around the property to see if anyone was sneaking up while the cross acted as a diversion.  Nope.  Nobody was even around to watch.  I wish someone had stuck around to watch.  I would have roasted marshmallows just to annoy them.  Dang. 

    I went out, shut the gate, and went back inside, ignoring the burning cross.  Nobody was channeling energies through it, so it wasn’t a problem.  What really bothered me was the complete lack of any religious power.  No priest came along.  Neither of the reverends was in a truck.  This was a bunch of churchgoers with a bright idea.  It might be someone else’s idea, but if enough people can be given the same idea, it becomes public opinion. 

    “Pop?” Phoebe asked, meeting me at the door with Gus and her gun. 

    “Morons,” I said, jerking a thumb toward the road.  “They came, they started a fire, they left.  Go back to bed.” I urged her into the house.  We went inside and I battened down the hatches again. 

    “Oh.  You’re sure?” 

    “Positive.” 

    “What are you going to do?” 

    “Get a shovel and do lawn repair.  Tomorrow.  It’s late and I don’t feel like magically fixing it.  It would only further convince them I’m a sorcerous monster.  Everyone is jealous of my lawn.  I don’t even like having a lawn.  It’s a lot of work I’d rather not do.” 

    “You’re not going after them?” she asked, insistently. 

    “Nope,” I replied, letting go of the last of my impulse to do exactly that. 

    “Why not?” 

    “Because if I went after every moron in the world, I would lose.  I can’t kill them faster than they breed.” 

    By hand, you mean, Firebrand added. 

    You are not helping. 

    “Huh.  I hadn’t thought of that,” Phoebe said, ignoring the byplay. 

    “Go to bed.  Busy day, tomorrow.” 

    “Okay.  G’night, Pop.” 

    “Goodnight, Punkin.” 

    She went to bed and I sat down to do some reading.  I couldn’t focus on my copy of Biowarfare Through the Ages, though.  Something was bothering me. 

    I hate that. 

    I stepped into my headspace and rummaged around on my desk.  What was I forgetting? 

    The virtual post-it was a reminder to get Phoebe’s new armor.  I already ordered it.  Maybe it was ready? 

    Yep.  I commissioned a tailor and his shop sewed the “movie costume” together.  A needle goes right through the fibers, but they needed special thread and extremely special cutting implements.  The plates were a bit tricky to install, but there were multiple layers of material for sandwiching and stitching. 

    What we got was a complete suit, reminding me of a comic-book ninja suit.  Zippers, Velcro, high-tech fibers and rigid composite materials made it both comic-book and practical.  Doubtless it would require magical fine-tuning for optimal durability and fit, both now and in the next few years, but it was a good base for Phoebe to practice her enchantments on. 

    I put the box outside her bedroom door and went back to my reading. 

    

  


   
    Saturday, July 4th, 1959 

      

    Unlike most mornings, we spent a good portion of it actually casting spells.  Where I grew up, if July 4th was on a weekend, there was a lot of grilling and fireworks and picnics.  Here, not so much.  For some incomprehensible reason, the United States celebrates its Independence Day holiday on the second Monday in July, whatever date it falls on.  Maybe they wanted to guarantee it would always be a three-day weekend. 

    I would have gone with the second Friday.  Having a weekend to recuperate after the holiday seems more practical, but nobody asked my opinion. 

    Phoebe wanted to enchant her armor and I viewed it as a perfect opportunity to see if her capacity changed.  We worked on the basic armor enchantment and, yes, she can channel and control greater quantities of magical force.  The increase isn’t on the same order as an apprentice getting jammed in an Ascension Sphere to live or die, but I didn’t expect it to be.  She’ll undergo more treatments as we exercise her magical muscles. 

    Rodney was not pleased about the mess in the front yard.  He takes my yard very seriously and somewhat personally.  He didn’t like the hole.  He didn’t like the burned area.  He didn’t like the heavy bootprints, either. 

    I removed the charred stump before he arrived.  I also had the det cord withdraw from the area. 

    He mowed, as usual, and I helped with other yard-related tasks in the interests of his schedule. We filled in the hole, leveled it all out, and I showed him how to take a plug of grassy turf from elsewhere to transplant it into the dug-up area.  We worked together to pull and plant a dozen little transplants.  The plugs of grass would help spread through the barren region.  We also went over how to water the area, when to fertilize, and how much.  Rodney needed the lesson if he was going to be a yard-care professional.  Someday, he might own his own company. 

    I was tempted to take the opportunity to put in a fountain—an enormous fountain with a bronze horse spouting water.  I decided this would be overdoing it, though.  It would also be more awkward to explain if someone ever noticed it went missing.  Ten tons of statue doesn’t just walk off on its own, after all.  Usually. 

    There went most of the morning.  We all knocked off early for lunch, but, after Rodney was fed and driven to his next job—no tutoring for him, today—Phoebe and I reviewed some earlier material.  We took a brief trip down biology lane, complete with anatomy textbooks.  Phoebe has been familiar with the basics of human biology since she was… six?  Seven?  She’s precocious and I dislike lying to her.  She’s never had any nonsense about storks or cabbage leaves or whatever.  We discussed the birds and the bees before she was old enough to be embarrassed by the discussion. 

    Okay, I admit it.  Before she was old enough for me to be embarrassed. 

    “Pop?  Is this because I like Cameron?” she asked, gesturing at the textbooks. 

    “As has been pointed out to me, the heat of the moment can sometimes overcome logic and good sense.” 

    “What if I plan for it?” 

    “Beg pardon?” 

    “What if Cameron… I mean, if I want to, and I want Cameron to, and Cameron wants to… can’t I plan for it and go ahead and do it?” 

    “You’re aware it’s going to be painful.” 

    “Yes, but couldn’t I remove the tissue?  Rather than tear it?” 

    “Certainly.” 

    “You won’t be mad, Pop?” 

    “You’ve clearly given this thought.  You’re not acting rashly.  You’re not making a decision in haste.  You have selected a decent young man.  You know what you want to do and are carefully planning how to do it.”  I shrugged.  “I like Cameron.  If you’ve chosen him for this, I shan’t disagree.” 

    “But do you approve?” she pressed, anxiously. 

    “Nope.  Likewise, I don’t disapprove.  Phoebe, this isn’t up to me.  It’s not my decision to make.  This is a subjective, personal matter.  You can, should, and must make up your own mind.  I trust you to make good choices.” 

    “So, it’s okay?” 

    “Because you made a conscious choice and are using your brain, I respect your choice.  I guess you would classify it as ‘okay.’  Do I like it?”  I shrugged.  “As long as you know what you want, I’ll support you in getting it.  Cameron included.  I’m sure you’re considering all aspects of this, including the fact you may not get to keep him, given our living—or leaving—situation.  Other than that, do as you please.  And,” I added, “while I know you will try to deal with any consequences on your own, if your can… well, just bear in mind you’re free to ask for help.” 

    Phoebe hugged me, hard, and didn’t say anything.  I patted her back. 

    Sometimes, this parenting thing isn’t so hard.  It’s generally worth it. 

    She cooked lunch while I did more prep work on the adventure for the day.  The group had their territory staked out and well-established, but now it was time to go out and get more adventuring done! 

    We had everyone, or almost everyone, at the table.  Jimmy didn’t make it, but I hadn’t expected him to.  Phoebe was a trifle disappointed about Jim, but I anticipated another two weeks would be enough cooling off.  Then I might be able to ask if he was going to play again, or if his character needed to have an in-game reason for leaving.  Get him thinking about it again.  Hopefully, he would miss it. 

    The rest of them worked their way along the ruined road toward the Great Western Sea.  The adventurers had just come into sight of the ruins of a small town—broken stone walls, climbing vines, and only the most sturdy parts of any wooden structures remaining—when the doorbell rang. 

    I felt the alarm spells go off in sequence as they approached, but with guests in the house I had to pretend not to know. 

    “Consider what you want to do,” I suggested, and headed for the door.  They started debating.  Clearly, the ruins were old.  Search them?  Pass by?  The current adventure spoke of a haunted city to the west.  Could this be a case of tales exceeding the truth?  Maybe it was a haunted little town.  Rumored flocks of ghosts might just be one ghost, might it not?  Ghosts don’t travel in flocks!  Okay, a haunt of ghosts.  Do ghosts travel in haunts? 

    I love it when they think.  It’s an important skill. 

    Eyeballing the front porch through a peephole, I saw a familiar car and the Reverend Adam Alden again. 

    Firebrand? 

    I’m listening.  He wants to talk.  There’s no sense of urgency, exactly, but there is an implacable determination.  He’s not easy to read, Firebrand added.  His mind reminds me of yours. 

    How so? 

    Steel and fire. 

    Say what? 

    It’s hard to describe, Boss.  Your mind can dance like fire, but your thoughts can cut, too.  And it’s hot. 

    “Hot?” 

    His doesn’t leap and dance like yours, but it’s powerful.  His mind is stronger than a human mind.  I can’t tell you more without revealing myself.  He’s not guarding his thoughts, so I’ve been passively listening.  If I try to probe, he’ll notice. 

    O-kay.  If you say so.  Is he hostile? 

    Not at the moment.  I’d say he’s more… insistent?  Not determined, exactly, but there’s a sense he doesn’t want to waste any more time? 

    Duly noted. 

    I opened the door rather than use the phone.  He was alone, after all, and I paid attention to my footwork, ready for a rush without looking ready.  Big men don’t have to be slow, but I haven’t found one faster than me. 

    “Can I help you?” 

    “Mr. Kent?” 

    “Yes.” 

    He looked down at me with a peculiar expression before he smiled. 

    “You sound a little different on the intercom.” 

    “I’m busy.  State your business, please.” 

    “I have an offer for you.  May I come in?” 

    “No.” 

    That threw him for a moment.  I gather he’s not used to being denied. 

    “Let me in, please,” he tried, and this time I felt a force splash against my psychic barriers like a gentle wave on the rocks.  It would tend to carry any normal mind away with it, but not in any overt fashion.  It was powerful, from a human standpoint, but also surprisingly subtle.  It was an influence, not a domination. 

    In the midst of this, I noticed two things.  First of all, he was stronger than I was.  He clearly worked at developing his natural gifts into a potent ability.  Second, his rosary responded.  Not the cross—it was merely a piece of metal.  Two of the glassy beads hummed with a strangely familiar power, adding to his force. 

    Fortunately, I trained in psychic judo under a wily old coot with a penchant for fighting dirty.  I recognized the attack for what it was and saw ways to counter it. 

    Suddenly, Slade was not the issue.  Alden had sufficient force to alter someone’s thinking, I felt sure.  If Slade was the mastermind behind all the psychic shenanigans, I was in serious trouble.  It might be the two of them, or even a collection of their kind—whatever their kind might be—but Alden was the issue at hand. 

    Internally, I leaned up against my mental shields, just in case, and made a note to build stronger ones.  Up until now, I haven’t had to worry about them.  Outwardly, I addressed him in as calm and level a fashion as I was able. 

    “Reverend Alden,” I replied, quietly, “First, I’m in the middle of a social engagement.  I have made a commitment to my guests.  I will fulfill my commitment. 

    “Second, if you try anything like that again, I will respond more forcefully.  Consider yourself fully warned. 

    “Now,” I concluded, still quietly, “you’ve interrupted my afternoon, been rude on my doorstep, psychically assaulted me, and have a surprisingly short time to get off my property.  If I didn’t have guests, you would already be dead.” 

    I shut the door, or tried to.  His hand shot out and he held the door open.  I wedged the door in place with one foot to prevent him from opening it farther, but his grip on the door was strong.  I couldn’t push it closed while he couldn’t push it open.  I’m guessing he also wedged the door with a foot, but I didn’t have a good line of sight. 

    “We really should speak, Mr. Kent,” he insisted.  He didn’t try to influence my mind again, though.  “My proposition will be of great benefit to both of us.” 

    “If I didn’t have guests, I’d be interested enough to hang you upside-down and interrogate you.  As it is, you have aroused my annoyance, not my curiosity.  Beat it.” 

    “Are you sure I would be the one upside-down?” he countered, still smiling, but his eyes were bright as blue steel in the summer sun. 

    “Now you mention it, no.  You might have too much buckshot in your guts to make it worthwhile.  You’re not listening.  Get off my porch and off my property.” 

    “I insist,” he told me, and I felt the power of those blue eyes as he tried to do more than insist.  I don’t know if he could feel my mental bunker spells or even if he got any feedback at all from his psychic shenanigans.  I decided to play along for a moment. 

    “Okay.  You’re insisting.  Please wait.” 

    “Certainly.” 

    I tried to shut the door again, but he wouldn’t let it budge.  Okay.  He wanted it to be like that.  Fine. 

    I whistled and called out for everyone in the dining room.  The Reverend’s expression was blandly pleasant, thinking I was about to dismiss my guests.  I smiled slightly as we held our positions.  Once everyone was in the front room and somewhat puzzled, I half-stepped back from the door.  He pushed it open and stepped inside.  Gus, next to Phoebe, growled deep in his chest.  Phoebe knew something was amiss and kept a hand on his head. 

    “Everybody paying attention?  Good.”  I stepped back from the door.  He pushed it the rest of the way open and stepped inside.  I directed my remarks to the Reverend.  “Reverend Adam Alden: Here, in the presence of witnesses, I say you are not welcome in my home nor on my property.  You are a trespasser who has forced his way in after I commanded you to depart.  I say again:  Leave immediately. 

    “Phoebe, call the police.  The rest of you, note carefully what he looks like.  He’s invaded my home against my express wishes, refuses to leave, and is now classed as an intruder.  You may be called on to identify Reverend Adam Alden in a police lineup or a morgue.  Got him?  Good.  Now go out the back door and keep low.  There may be buckshot.” 

    Phoebe didn’t stick around for the commentary to the gamers.  She moved immediately upstairs to make the call.  The kitchen phone was closer, but upstairs was safer and closer to more weapons.  Gus went with her, sticking close to the one person he was supposed to protect at all costs.  Everyone else edged toward the dining room, headed slowly for the kitchen and the back door.  I ordered them to hurry. 

    Alden, meanwhile, froze where he was, mind racing through the implications.  I didn’t mind.  As long as he stood there gawking, it was more time for the gamers to get out of any potential line of fire.  And, incidentally, more time for the Sheriff to arrive.  I have been trying to get trespassers thrown in jail rather than murder them, but getting them arrested requires planning and forethought—and a little lead time.  I figured it was fifty-fifty Alden would leave, arrested or not. 

    Pity about the witnesses.  The hole under the barn was going to waste. 

    Alden finally shifted to a more conciliatory tack.  I couldn’t see inside him during the day, but I didn’t need to.  He was angry at being balked and doing his best to hide it.  I’m sensitive to psychic phenomena and he was leaking hostility the same way a pressure cooker leaks steam. 

    “Now, Mr. Kent.  There’s no need for this.” 

    “Are you in my house?  Did I invite you?  Or did I tell you to go away?” 

    “Really, we can behave like civilized—” 

    “Civilized would require you to be something other than a home invader.  Did I tell you to go away?  Yes or no.  Answer!” 

    “You did,” he admitted, “but you haven’t given me an opportunity to explain why I came by, nor have you heard my offer.” 

    “And I’m not required to.  You showed up uninvited, interrupted my day, refused to leave when ordered, and forced your way into my home.  Given the difficulties I’ve had recently, I’m within my rights to shoot you on the spot.  Whatever you want, my answer is now No.  The longer you’re on my property, the closer it gets to Hell, no.” 

    “Pop?” Phoebe called down. 

    “Yes, Phoebe?” 

    “Do you want your gun?” 

    “Just the pistol.” 

    I didn’t take my eyes off an increasingly frustrated Alden.  I didn’t think he’d take a swing at me, but I was ready if he did.  I was more concerned about what those incandescent blue eyes might do. 

    “Look, Mr. Kent—” 

    “No, you look,” I retorted.  He seethed as I cut him off yet again.  “I’ve had entirely too much of people stomping uninvited around my house and through my yard.  I’m not standing for it.  Maybe you don’t deserve all my built-up frustration, but you’re asking for it by being a moron. 

    “You say you want to talk to me in a civilized fashion.  Fine.  Approach me in a civilized fashion.  First, leave.  Now.  You can call ahead for an appointment.  Send me a telegram.  Write me a letter.  But until I invite you, you are banned from the property.  Banned, sir.  Exiled.  Banished.  Forbidden.  Set foot on my land again without my invitation and I will shoot you dead.” 

    “I think you’re overreacting,” he replied, mildly, but his gentle tone didn’t fool me one bit.  The look in his eyes was furious.  He was being thwarted.  Humiliated.  Someone was going to pay for this indignity, this outrage.  He was used to getting his way and was increasingly frustrated when I wouldn’t cooperate.  Or frustrated that I was even capable of non-cooperation.  Maybe both. 

    I said nothing, but I kept my thumbs hooked in my pockets, at my sides, and kept my balance centered, ready to move.  We regarded each other while I waited for him to leave.  I noticed he didn’t try anything paranormal again.  Maybe he was starting to wonder what he was dealing with.  I know I wondered what I was dealing with. 

    It was less than a minute of staring at each other before Phoebe came downstairs with my automatic.  He stopped staring at me and glanced at her.  His eyebrows drew together and he did something, something psychic.  Those two glassy beads on his rosary hummed with his thought like backup singers.  Phoebe grunted softly and paused on the stairs. 

    I broke his concentration by trying to break his nose.  I hit him on an upward slant with the heel of my hand.  Surprisingly, this only broke his concentration.  His hands came up and he took a step back, making a grunting sound of pain.  His nose bled a little, which told me he was one tough son of a bitch.  It reassured me a little, too.  He wasn’t prepared for a physical assault and could be harmed.  Also—judging by his reaction—he was unused to being hit.  I resolved to change that. 

    I snap-kicked him in the crotch.  Since I failed to break his nose with my first hit, I didn’t hold back on the kick.  He rose into the air, slightly, sucking in an agonized breath, and his eyes bugged out.  He was, to say the least, startled, shocked, and stunned.  I took full advantage of his inexperience. 

    There are, traditionally, seven major striking points on the human torso, counting the groin.  Since he was inclined forward a bit in reaction to the kick, I hit five more of them.  He went backward from the lightning-fast impacts, bounced off the doorjamb, met my leg sweep on the rebound, and went face-down on the floor. 

    He was still breathing, which was mildly surprising.  Even more surprising, he started to get up.  I don’t care what sort of mortal you are, after the blows I landed you go down and you stay down and your mother hopes you were wearing clean underwear, because, if you’re lucky, medics will be cutting your clothes off. 

    Okay, well, I knew he wasn’t human.  Now I knew something else.  Killing him was going to take real effort.  I put him back on the floor with both feet—which, I noted, popped his back as well or better than a chiropractor, but didn’t actually damage him.  I sat on his back and held out one hand.  Phoebe gave me my .45 and I theatrically chambered a round before I pressed the muzzle to the base of his skull. 

    “The only thing I’m worried about right now,” I told him, conversationally, “is how to get brain matter out of a hardwood floor.  It’s probably something that should be highly concerning to your mind, as well, although for other reasons.  Piss me off again in any way whatsoever and I’m be the only one left to care—and not much.” 

    He lay there and wheezed for a moment.  I can’t say I blame him.  Eventually, he managed to speak. 

    “I misjudged you,” he said, gasping.  “It won’t happen again.” 

    “It better not, because you won’t get a third chance.  Now shut up.” 

    “How long must I be here?” 

    “Only until the Sheriff takes you away.  You’re about to be arrested or dead.  But I’m a huge fan of free will.  You pick.” 

    Alden, lying on the floor, turned his head to the side.  I obligingly socketed the muzzle in his ear.  I also took note of the direction of his gaze.  He was looking at the angry dog snarling quietly at him while guarding Phoebe. 

    “Don’t try it,” I whispered.  “I’ll feel it.” 

    Nevertheless, a psychic force built up inside the Reverend.  As much as I wanted to put a bullet through his head, Phoebe was watching, dammit.  I fired a round into the floor, directly in front of his eyes.  The muzzle flash, the splinters, the concussion from the blast, all of it combined to deafen his right ear, do unpleasant things to his right eye, and even worse things to his concentration. 

    “I said not to try it,” I told him, loudly enough to be heard over the ringing in my own ears.  I had to hold him down as he writhed in pain and tried to raise a hand to his face.  I hit him with the butt of the pistol, twice, and he finally held still.  “Lie there and bleed,” I told him.  “Don’t move.  Don’t try anything.  Do you understand?” 

    “I understand,” he mouthed.  I couldn’t hear him. 

    We waited rather peacefully for the Sheriff. 

    “Mister Kent?” someone called, tentatively, from way in back.  I nodded to Phoebe and she headed that way with Gus. 

    “Think about the ruins and what you want to do,” I called back.  “I’ll be with you as soon as I throw this out.” 

    Gus and Phoebe joined the others on the back porch—with soda and lemonade—to keep them from coming in. The Reverend and I had little to say to each other.  Whatever proposition he brought to my door, he didn’t feel like discussing it under these circumstances.  Wise.  It wasn’t a good time, and I wasn’t in a receptive mood. 

    “You might use your jail time to contemplate your failure in manners and civilized behavior,” I suggested.  “You’re a lousy salesman.” 

    He didn’t have a reply, which suited me. 

    When the Sheriff arrived, he was not pleased.  He also couldn’t fault me for my actions.  Considering I wasn’t calling him to recover a body, I don’t think he had any right to be upset.  Alden didn’t do anything to resist, not in any way.  I think he was pleased to go.  Maybe the possibility of me taking a second shot was in his thoughts and he wanted to keep it off his mind. 

    The Sheriff took statements from everyone, one at a time.  He did take the Reverend in on criminal charges, at my insistence.  We’ve gone over the whole trespassing thing.  I was sad I couldn’t get him on assault charges—the locals don’t have statutes on psychic assault—but you work with what you have.  On the upside, he couldn’t get me on assault charges, either.  No witnesses could say who started it, but I was the homeowner and he was the intruder.  It’s pretty open-and-shut. 

    The game didn’t get very far, I’m afraid, what with so much time being eaten up by the Reverend.  It was a bit of a struggle to get them back on track with the game rather than discussing The Incident. 

    They did decide, eventually, to search the ruins.  Finding any treasure left behind was unlikely.  Anything worthwhile was probably taken already, unless it was literally buried.  On the other hand, there might be a haunted area of the ruins, complete with zombies to put down or ghosts to lay to rest.  No luck, sadly.  Sometimes ruins are just ruins. 

    Next week, farther along the remains of the western road. 

      

    Phoebe took Cameron home.  I ran Elwood and Perry home in the truck.  Bronze guarded Phoebe and kept me informed.  The house had Gus—with a temporary spell to shield his mind—and Firebrand on overwatch.  Nobody came by the house to burn it or even tack a note to the door. 

    Well, Alden hadn’t had time to call Slade, or Slade hadn’t had time to arrange anything, or the local mind-probed lunatics hadn’t had time to get their act together. We did call a halt to the game a little early.  I didn’t want to spend a long time in the bathroom when we might have further unwelcome visitors.  I also don’t know when the Reverend got his one phone call or what he said.  Maybe the timing worked out. 

    Alden’s powers made me reconsider my organizational chart of enemies. 

    I had the idea Slade might be in charge of the whole thing.  If he could manipulate people, he could be sitting quietly at home with occasional field trips to set up my next annoyance.  Why he would want to do such a thing was a mystery, but my nonhuman attributes were a definite contender, hence the silver bullets. 

    Now, though, Alden might be in charge.  Again, why?  My nonhuman attributes.  Priests don’t usually like me.  Although, from his comments, he wanted something from me.  That’s not normal for a priest.  He’s also not a human, so maybe that has something to do with it. 

    My current guess is Slade and Alden are in this together, somehow.  Maybe they’re both Things, rather than humans, and want something from the chaos-infested bloodsucker.  Whether it’s for their tribe or clan or whatever they call themselves, I don’t know. 

    I also acknowledge I could be wrong about a lot of things.  I’m keeping an open mind.  Alden is definitely not human.  He might be in charge, or he might be working for Slade. 

    On the other, more disturbing hand, they both might be working for an older and more powerful whatever-they-are I haven’t yet encountered. 

    I suppose it’s possible two completely separate annoyances have popped up at the same time.  Unlikely, but possible.  I’ll give it all the consideration it’s due. 

    In retrospect, I wish I could have strung Alden up and asked questions.  I could have answers.  But with a house full of normal people, how was I going to manage that?  Come to think of it, that very fact may be why Alden chose a Saturday afternoon to show up.  If he could make people do what he wanted, could he make them forget he was there?  Just send them home with some sort of implanted excuse for why the afternoon was cut short?  Or was he hoping they would be useful to him if things turned unpleasant.  Having vulnerable humans around to control could definitely give him an advantage… 

    I don’t know what his powers can do and I can’t exactly beat the answers out of him.  I’m stuck observing the reactions of both law enforcement and religious nuts. 

    Once home again, I sat on the living room couch, shotgun on my left, Gus on my right, and filled one of the empty spell-gems inside his collar.  I included several extra gems in the physical design, knowing I’d add more functions.  I wish I’d thought of it for the first magic rings I enchanted.  I had to completely replace my earlier-generation versions because I didn’t think of future upgrades. 

    Gus now has psychic shielding.  Two shields, in fact.  One is a low-grade, always-on sort of thing to blunt attacks and detect interference.  Once it detects something, the second one activates.  It’s much more power-intensive, so it doesn’t last long, but if anything gets through the second shield, it’s above Gus’s pay grade.  Mine, too. 

    Yes, I remembered to upgrade my own mental bunker.  I can’t believe I’ve been wandering around with such primitive mental defenses for so long.  It’s a wonder I haven’t been brain-zapped into an undead vegetable.  I feel better about my personal brain safeties, now.  It’s not just a magical shield around my mind, but fortifications inside it, sort of.  If my headspace is like a house, I’ve added a moat, an outer wall, and magical gargoyles like unsleeping sentries.  Let’s not talk about the more active defenses. 

    Phoebe didn’t stay long at Cameron’s house.  Bronze reported a few minutes of smooching and mild groping in the driveway, but it was mutual.  I reassured Bronze.  This was more in the nature of a protracted goodnight kiss.  Bronze didn’t approve, but was willing to ignore it if I was.  Phoebe headed home rather than go inside with Cameron, and she made it home without incident. 

    She was barely in the door before she started asking questions. 

    “What was he?” 

    “Durned if I know,” I admitted.  “A psychic of some sort, obviously.” 

    “Human?” 

    “I strongly doubt it.”  Phoebe is more than a little psychic, herself.  On the inside, she doesn’t look like Alden.  Then again, I’m not sure how human Phoebe is.  To me, at least, she looks human, inside and out, and I know there’s more to her than just human genetics and peculiar upbringing. 

    “He might be a mutant,” I went on, “or even a type of creature I’ve never seen.  He’s more than a typical human with intense training.” 

    “He’s stronger than I am,” Phoebe admitted, quietly.  “I felt him try to stop me from giving you the gun.  He did, too, for a second, before I realized what he was doing.  I felt his surprise when I fought him.  He didn’t expect resistance.  Then you distracted him.  Could he be someone who…” 

    “Who what?” 

    “I just went through an Ascension Sphere to increase my magical powers,” she observed.  “Is there a corresponding technique for increasing psychic powers?” 

    “That’s… a really good question,” I agreed.  “Not one I know of, but I also don’t spend nearly as much time working on psychic phenomena as I do on magical.  We can try some experiments along those lines.” 

    “I’m not sure I want to volunteer as a guinea pig.” 

    “I was thinking of other test subjects, but you can assist, if you like.” 

    “Happy to, Pop.  Meanwhile, what else do we know about this Alden guy?” 

    He’s not used to people being aware of his power, Firebrand interjected.  He wasn’t overly surprised when you resisted him, but when Phoebe did, he was shocked.  I heard it plainly. 

    “What was his reaction to you?” Phoebe asked. 

    Nothing.  I stayed out of it. 

    “How?” she persisted. 

    I listened.  In the darkness, I listened to everything.  I didn’t shine a light on him to read anything.  That would tell him I was there.  All I did was listen, so he couldn’t tell I was there unless he shone his own light around and looked for me. 

    “Did you catch anything about why he was here?” I asked. 

    He’s at least a little bit sensitive to things besides raw psychic power.  He felt the strangeness of the property the moment he crossed the cloaking sphere around the grounds.  He felt the greater strangeness inside the house when he stepped inside the containment barrier.  I’m not sure why he came here in the first place—he didn’t think about what led up to it.  He was busy wondering about the more immediate feeling of strangeness in this area. 

    “Strangeness?” 

    Those were his thoughts on it.  I think he could feel the step up in ambient magical force.  He didn’t know what it was, only that it represented power.  From what I gather, he thinks you built your house where the power is because you felt it and know what it is, how to use it. 

    “So, what does he want?” 

    You wield this power.  He wants to.  I don’t know the particulars. 

    I traded looks with Phoebe.  I raised my eyebrows in inquiry and hers lowered in stubborn negation. 

    Clearly, we’re not leaving yet. 

    “I got a question, Pop.” 

    “Shoot.” 

    “Why can’t I tell people what to do?  With my mind, I mean.  Am I just not strong enough, or is there a technique, or what?” 

    “Have you tried?” 

    Phoebe blinked at me for several seconds while she processed my answer.  We’ve done the wizard equivalent of wrestling, of course, to build up her mental strength and learn defensive techniques.  But how often does she look at someone and attempt to project her will into their heads? 

    I don’t do it often.  I don’t like it.  I’m a big fan of free will and I don’t like taking it away from someone.  I’ll do things without giving you a choice, but you should have the right to disagree, even resent it!  Sometimes I find it necessary to meddle with a mind, and I’m getting a little more acclimated to it, but I dislike doing it and I dislike the fact I’m getting more comfortable with it. 

    You got used to drinking blood in a hurry, though, Boss, Firebrand reminded me, privately. 

    I had to do it to survive, I shot back. 

    Sometimes you have to be a psychic vampire, not just a blood-drinking one. 

    Possibly.  Doesn’t mean I have to like what I am. 

    Shouldn’t you? 

    In an ideal world, yes.  Since when do I live in an ideal world? 

    Ever tried looking for one? 

    And how, exactly, would I go about finding one? 

    Firebrand had no reply. 

    “How would I go about it?” Phoebe asked, almost echoing my own thought.  “Putting a thought in someone’s head, I mean.” 

    “Most humans have at least a little psychic sensitivity.  You might need a spell to establish a good connection, though.  It would save psychic force for imprinting the thought, itself.” 

    “How do you mean?” 

    “If you have to drive a nail from ten feet away with a hammer, you can start throwing hammers at it.  That’s one way.  If you get a long rod, however, and put one end on the nail while you hammer the other end, it’s easier.” 

    “The spell would be the rod and I could focus on sending a thought,” she agreed.  “My Pop is so smart!” 

    “If I’m so smart, why aren’t you packing?” 

    “Because you’d never leave me behind?” 

    “Dang.  You’re on to me.” 

    “I’ve got another question, though.  He attacked you, me, and Gus.  Why didn’t you shoot him?” 

    “We’re staying.” 

    “Beg pardon?” 

    “Most of our gaming group was on the back porch and in earshot.  Murdering an intruder—a clergyman—in the living room was inadvisable.” 

    I didn’t bother to mention how killing people in front of Phoebe is something I try to avoid.  She doesn’t like it. 

    “It would have been legal, wouldn’t it?  I mean, within your rights as a homeowner?” 

    “Yes, but it would also be a lot of trouble.  There would be legal hassles.  And how would the local congregation react to evil, hex-brewing witches in league with the powers of darkness murdering one of their holy men?  Would their response be to hire a lawyer?  Or something less legal and proper?” 

    “They already burn crosses on the lawn,” she mused.  “It might antagonize them.  But if you killed the one in charge, wouldn’t they stop pestering us?” 

    “So, I need to murder Alden and Culson?” 

    “Oh.  Hmm.” 

    “Hmm, indeed.  Check the upstairs windows, please.  I’ll lock up down here.” 

    “Sure thing, Pop.” 

      

    With the house locked up for the night, I fired up the scrying mirror in the basement and checked on the Sheriff’s department.  Alden was in a holding cell, lying on the bunk, hands behind his head.  He looked reasonably peaceful on the outside, barring some bandages about the head.  He wouldn’t lose the eye, but the flash-burn had to sting like hell.  The bandages looked professional.  No doubt there were stitches in his scalp.  They probably got Doc Kotter in to see to his injuries. 

    A human would be in the hospital or the morgue, not lying there with his hands clasped behind his head, humming to himself. 

    While all seemed peaceful on the outside, his insides were a nighttime. I used a micro-gate to look at him directly and saw deeper than the surface.  The roiling thundercloud of his spirit was a full-on storm.  He was definitely angry.  There was humiliation and thwarted rage galore. 

    I’ve been studying human spirits for years.  I can’t read them like print, but they make a lot more sense to me, now.  Angry, he definitely was.  Yet, even so, there was something else.  He was angry about one thing, but about another… was that satisfaction, way in the back?  No, not exactly.  If I had to guess, he accomplished something, even though it wasn’t what he wanted, or it cost more than he anticipated, or something like that.  If I drive to three different fast-food places looking for an exact thing I want to eat and finally pay the third place extra to make one especially for me, it might be similar. 

    Sometimes, I wish I was a better mind reader. 

    Viewing him through the mirror before using a gate at least proved I could scry on him.  After the strange, glittery interference at the Reverend’s church, I was concerned Alden might have a kind of scrying shield.  Which, of course, leads me to question whether or not the church, itself, has something causing the interference.  The last thing I need is for Alden to be on good terms with his personal guardian angel. 

    My first priority, though, was to get a better look at those two irregular beads on his rosary.  The police let him keep it in his cell—hardly surprising, given the local customs.  I shifted back from gate mode to purely a scrying mode and zoomed in.  Before I could get anywhere in my analysis, he sat up.  He looked around the room with a puzzled expression.  He extended his hands, feeling the air around him, as though checking for a draft.  He wandered around his cell, slowly, carefully, quartering it, trying to narrow down his search. 

    Fairly quickly, I realized he was looking for my scrying sensor.  He obviously couldn’t see it, but he felt its presence.  So, as Firebrand told me, he was at least a little sensitive to magic.  Interesting.  I shut down the sensor and wondered. 

    I shot another look at the church.  It was fine.  No interference at all. 

    Curiouser and curiouser.  Did Alden have a sanctifying ritual to close it off from magical effects?  Maybe not magic, as such, although I’ve seen whole religions using ritual magic instead of faith.  Perhaps there was an esoteric ecclesiastical effect?  Is there a special prayer, a specific ritual, to ward an area?  “For He hideth me in a tabernacle in the day of evil, He hideth me in a secret place of His tent,” and like that?  Can it be used anywhere, or does it only protect holy ground?  Or was it a psychic effect, using the combined powers of lots of human assistants?  Or was it something he just did whenever he felt like it?  Alden wasn’t present on the holy ground, so it might have dissipated, and he might not have anything to hide while he loafed in jail. 

    Now I might be a touch worried.  I do not like it when the clergy start trotting out powerful, practical abilities.  It makes me feel flammable.  There wasn’t anything I could do about it at the moment, short of burn the church and murder the priesthood, but doing those things would force Phoebe’s hand.  As it was, we were clearly planning to move once she sorted out the teenage romance issues.  And, damn it, Phoebe would not be proud of me for murdering a priest. 

    Okay, I can wait.  Either it’ll come down to blowing him away or us leaving him to fiddle while the house burns. 

    While I looked in on the church, I also found Reverend Culson.  He was awake and sitting quietly.  At first, I thought he was praying, but his head wasn’t bowed.  A closer examination—and a little eyeballing through a gate—showed me his spirit was shockingly quiet.  Indeed, the usual complexity of his life-aura was substantially reduced. 

    I looked closer.  Yes, there was something decidedly wrong with him. 

    Firebrand? 

    Yo. 

    You up for a little field trip? 

    Anytime! 

    Good.  I need you to read a priest’s mind. 

    Sure.  Where is he? 

    In his church. 

    Uh, Boss?  Isn’t that holy ground? 

    Yep. 

    So, how are we going to…? 

    Just watch. 

    I fetched Firebrand from the fireplace and zeroed in on Culson again.  Behind him, a small gate opened—only a few inches across.  I pushed Firebrand’s point through so two feet of blade hovered behind the Reverend. 

    What do you see?  I asked. 

    This guy is a priest? 

    Effectively, yes. 

    He’s gone downhill from the last time I looked. 

    How so? 

    He’s a simpleton. 

    Many of them are, I agreed.  In this particular instance…? 

    He’s got all his memory and stuff, but he’s got no real will.  He’s waiting for someone to give him orders. 

    I didn’t need to ask who was giving the orders.  And, considering what I’d recently encountered in my foyer, I didn’t think I needed to ask who did this to him, either.  Or did I?  It would make sense for Alden to be responsible, but Slade’s position in all this still wasn’t nailed down.  Maybe Alden influences minds and Slade erases them?  Or do they have a third person with that specific power? 

    I wish I knew more about what sort of creature Alden is.  He’s inhumanly tough and he has power over the minds of men.  What are his limits?  Does he do it routinely, or is it an effort?  Does it wear off, or do the victims get better, or is it permanent?  Are Alden’s powers specific to persuading people to obey his orders, while someone else does brain-draining and a third makes emotional edits, like what I saw in Chuck?  How many are involved and what do each of them do? 

    I suppose I could ask Alden, but I’d have to rescue him from jail, first.  Then I’d have to torture him, and that’s not something I do lightly. 

    While I’m glad he’s in the can, I am really not a fan.  I want to shoot him, blam-blam-blam.  I really do not like this man. 

      

    I reset the mirror and did maintenance work, checking on various places and things.  Swisher, Zombie World, Cretaceous Lair, Tauta, an old space station I’d found—it took a bit of work to make it useful!—a section of old mine tunnel sealed off by a little rock-shaping, and a number of other out-of-the-way places in various worlds.  Most looked untouched.  I checked off two mountain cabins.  One encountered a forest fire and the other was in the middle of renovation. 

    Not bad.  A dozen safe-ish places to run to.  We might need one shortly. 

    I also did a quick visual scan for my extra pyramid.  I had a little trouble locking on to it, for some reason.  The gate kept hunting, as though uncertain.  Well, the things are designed to be hard to spot.  If I didn’t have a specific lock-on point in the first pyramid, I might have trouble finding it, too.  I opened up a new portal above my first pyramid, looked around, and zoomed in on the second one.  Then it was easy. 

    I looked around inside.  No supplies, no equipment, just empty spaces, but that’s as expected.  Good enough for a temporary refuge, but add a little food and water, a little air-conditioning… 

    Dang.  I checked my original pyramid.  The rations were still intact.  I don’t know what their sell-by date is, what with me irradiating them and occasionally tendril-touching them.  I would think they were utterly, totally sterile, but how would I know for sure?  I’m not sure I can see the life aura of a single bacterium.  Do preservation spells affect the enzymes and proteins?  How about my tendrils?  How long can a vacuum-packed MRE last after I get done preserving it?  And how long does it retain nutritional value? 

    I should have paid more attention in biochemistry, but it was a science credit I only needed for a degree, not something I would ever use.  Or so I thought. 

    I’ll worry about stocking and restocking another time.  It’s on my list. 

    In the meantime, my new voidstation is intact and growing rapidly.  The structure-shaping spells are robust and can handle major power input from the first voidstation’s reactors.  The thing is now physically big enough that it’s dividing into layers—spherical decks around the inner core. 

    The shift-boxes dropping material into it are still doing it, so I’ve moved the supply boxes from the first voidstation into the new one to speed things along.  I’ve also had to adjust the rate of each box to optimize the alloy ratios. 

    Most delicate and touchy of all, however, is the new matter-conversion reactor at the core.  Technically, with this addition, the new one is now an independent voidstation, but I’m leaving it docked to the first one for now.  I’ll cut it loose when it has more decks. 

    The gravity was a problem, at least at first.  When I started the second voidstation, it was growing just beyond a door in the wall.  Later, going from the first station to the second, I had to get down on all fours and crawl backward through the door.  As I went through the door, I went from crawling backward to climbing down the ladder in the wall. 

    I simplified.  Now the docking port is on the bottom of the first voidstation, so I climb down a ladder and “down” stays the same.  I’ve also built a dedicated shift-booth, tuned specifically to go from one to the other.  They won’t always be connected by a ladder, after all. 

    I came back to Shasta and found I was only gone for a local hour, according to my timeclock.  Tomorrow night, I’ll have to see about getting more firmament ideograms.  A voidstation doesn’t need more than one firmament ideogram, but, since the firmament spells are the only thing between a station and the Void, I do. 

    

  


   
    Sunday, July 5th, 1959 

      

    Phoebe and I did extra work this morning, mostly enchantments on her new armor.  She has some wonderfully inventive ideas on what she wants to do with it, but I keep throwing cold water on them.  Not because I disagree!  Quite the contrary.  She has an interesting perspective on how some of my spells can be used.  But they won’t do a bit of good if she doesn’t master the basics.  She needs to put in the work, rather than race ahead to the clever bits. 

    I empathize with her completely.  She’s like her Pop in many ways. 

    We worked on the basic reinforcement enchantment.  I supplied most of the raw magical force and she did the spell construction.  She’s doing well from a power capacity standpoint.  I ran a line from the basement generator and she used quite a lot of the output.  I think we’ll try another Ascension Sphere treatment soon. 

    I should probably consider marking my territory in the cave we used.  I’ll see about it next time she’s in for a treatment. 

    We went to lunch at Caramel’s.  Phoebe was in a good mood.  We had our headspace lessons, a physical workout—she wore her armor while she chased me up and down and around the barn—and a magical workout with enchanting said armor.  It was a good morning.  We sat down to eat and Diane took our order. 

    Nobody else in the diner would look at us.  Well, I take that back.  A few looked at us.  It might be more proper to say they glared at us, at least until I smiled back at them.  Phoebe didn’t see; her view was out through the window behind me.  At least Diane didn’t seem affected by the current mood.  Nor afflicted by it.  She was her usual chipper self.  Maybe it’s because I tip well, or because we’ve never been anything but friendly to her.  Or maybe she’s a witch.  I never asked. 

    On a more positive note, I did not see even one Chucklehead. 

    While we ate, many of the customers finished their meals and departed rather more quickly than I would have expected.  A few didn’t bother to finish.  The place didn’t empty out, but the lunch rush was obviously over more quickly than usual.  Neither Diane nor Ervin said anything, but I could tell Diane was a trifle distressed. 

    “Maybe we shouldn’t come here,” I said, quietly, to Phoebe. 

    “Why not?” 

    “Apparently, we’re witches.  Or something.  Whatever the current rumor, people are concerned about us.  We came in and a lot of the diner’s trade up and left.” 

    Phoebe looked over her shoulder and frowned. 

    “Pop?  What can we do about it?” 

    “Not a thing.  Oh, I could go out to the courthouse steps and challenge Reverend Culson to a duel, I suppose—or Alden, since he seems to be the local mastermind.  We could go to his church on Sunday mornings and sit there smiling while he tries to preach.  Take the sacrament if they offer it, go to altar calls to be blessed, all those sorts of things.” 

    “Can you?” 

    “Yes, but the scheduling might be tricky for Easter.  They like sunrise services.  The point being, we can do a lot of things, none of which will work.” 

    “How do you figure, Pop?” 

    “Because no denial ever catches up with a rumor.  We’ve been accused, not in court, but in public opinion.  If we opened a hospital for sad puppies, lost kittens, and terminal infants, we might offset it, but people would only say we did it to make nice and buy our way out from being lynched.  Our reputations will always have a dingy stain on them like leftover underwear in a boys’ locker room.” 

    “I’m eating,” Phoebe pointed out. 

    “Sorry.  I’m saying the shine is off and no amount of polishing will put it back on.  There will be a remnant of it, a rumor, a buried whisper that will never go away.  No matter how much good we do, as long as Culson or Alden is preaching, we’ll have people who glower and leave the room.  Even if the two of them go away, the gossip will go on, especially if they go away suddenly or soon.  And every single weird, questionable, or odd thing that happens, the gossips will remember.” 

    “We could try.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Okay?” 

    “You don’t believe me, so we’ll try it and you’ll see.”  I continued with my third burger while Phoebe toyed with her malt, swirling what was left with the straw. 

    “No,” she decided, finally. 

    “No?” 

    “No, I don’t need to see.  Rather, I have.  I’ve seen how gossip works at school.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “When I was eight, there was a boy one grade ahead of me.  His name was Jerald.  He had a bathroom accident and his mother had to come get him, take him home to clean up and change clothes.  His nickname was ‘Poopy’ after that.  It didn’t matter if he tried to fight anyone for it—they started using it behind his back.  It didn’t matter if he was the cleanest kid in school.  He was still ‘Poopy.’  He was stuck with it forever.” 

    “Poor kid.” 

    “Not really.  He was a drop-dead-twice.  Always full to the brim with himself as the ginchiest dude.  He needed to be dropped a cog.” 

    “‘Ginchiest’?” 

    “Cool.  With it.  Hip.  All the things he was not.” 

    “Duly noted.  But the merits of his social difficulties—or ours—are irrelevant.  Deserved or not, you see what I mean about the gossip brigade never shutting up?” 

    “Yeah.  I mean, yes, sir.” 

    “Add it to the list of things we have to deal with while we stay.” 

    “Duly noted,” she agreed.  I ate my lunch.  She fiddled with the remains of hers. 

      

    We were home slightly after one o’clock.  Phoebe changed clothes and asked Bronze could go out with her. 

    “Date with Cameron?” 

    “We’re going to catch a flick, maybe go for a drive, have a little talk, that sort of thing.” 

    “Significant discussion?” 

    “Pretty significant,” she agreed. 

    “Ask Bronze.  If she says okay, go ahead.  But I want you wearing an emergency alert spell.” 

    “Aw, Pop.”  Her eyes rolled like bowling balls, but prettier. 

    “A psychic person may be out of jail already.  Nutballs decided to burn a cross in our yard.  People leave when we enter the room.  Wear the damned alert.” 

    “Yes, sir,” she sighed.  Clearly, I was being unreasonable, which was okay by me as long as she wore the spell.  We set it up and linked it to the house alarms.  If she triggered it, I’d get the notification and a beacon to home in on. 

    I waved her out the door while dressed for company.  It’s not too unusual to wear a suit around the house, these days.  A man might not answer the door with his coat on, but slacks and a vest weren’t cause for comment.  It’s kind of nice to be well-dressed, actually, as long as I have a cooling spell.  Feels good.  It’s also harder to tell how I’m armed and armored.  Plus, properly used, my tie-clip is lethal. 

    You never know who might show up expectedly.  Dr. Slade was scheduled to visit today, but the Reverend was out on bail.  They might show up together.   

    A phone rang.  A phone I didn’t expect to ever have to answer.  I fished it out of a pocket about the same time the perimeter alarm went ding!  Dang. 

    I accepted the call as I headed for the door.  An unfamiliar car stopped at the gate.  My two o’clock appointment, Dr. Slade, rolled down the window and examined the post with the gate control. 

    “Hello?” came from the phone.  I thought I recognized the voice. 

    “Is this BT?” I asked. 

    “Yeah?” 

    “I see my phone is working.  Fantastic!” 

    “It’s for you,” he said, faintly.  “Hello?” came another voice 

    “Talbot!  Hi!  How good to hear from you.  I see you got my package.”  My guest was through the gate and driving slowly around the circle.  I juggled the phone as I struggled into my suit coat to conceal the shoulder holster. 

    “Where are you?” he asked. 

    “Relax.  I’m nowhere nearby, so you can stop wondering.  Is there something I can help with?” 

    “Nothing comes to mind at the moment,” he admitted.  I was pleased enough.  Successful system test on the phone.  Hooray!  Lousy timing, though.  My guest parked and got out of the car. 

    “Fair enough.  Well, good luck.  Seems to me you’ll need it.  Right now, I have to go.”  With regret, I hung up on him.  If he needs me, he can reach me.  I put the phone in a pocket, took a deep breath, and answered the doorbell. 

    “Mr. Kent?” 

    “Dr. Slade?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “I’ve been expecting you.  Do come in.” 

    We seated ourselves in the living room and he refused my offer of refreshments.  I pretended to relax in my usual chair while he sat on the edge of the couch.  Once we settled in, I urged us on to business. 

    “Now, Dr. Slade.  You wanted to see me.  Here we are.  What business brings you so far from Sacramento?” 

    “A number of troubling things, Mr. Kent.  First, do you know—or did you know—a Dr. Reginald Wagner?” 

    “No, I don’t think so.  Should I?” 

    “Possibly not.  Were you in a traffic accident five years ago?” 

    I thought about it for a moment.  In this world, I haven’t met many doctors socially, so the list was easy to cross off.  Professionally, I’d sort-of met several.  Shortly after we arrived and set up housekeeping in Shasta, I had a traffic accident—one hell of a traffic accident—while Bronze was busy elsewhere. 

    I was in the old truck and it was totaled.  I was only subtotaled, which accounted for them taking me to the hospital.  I woke up during sunset, sizzling slightly, and grunted my way from bed to floor, taking blankets with me.  The blinds were drawn and the window didn’t face west, but enough ambient light got in to make me extremely uncomfortable.  On the plus side, my vampire regeneration kicked in and did wonders for the wounds they’d stitched up. 

    Sunset ran its course and I cleaned up my mess.  I searched for my clothes and found what was left of them.  As I dressed, a nurse came in and I had to convince her—gently—to take a nap.  I promptly escaped further documentation. 

    I’m glad I hadn’t yet got around to carrying a wallet.  As it was, the situation was salvageable. 

    Firebrand and I spent the next two nights visiting doctors, nurses, and staff to persuade them I was never there.  I invested a lot of effort setting up our identities, refurbishing the house, and getting everything ready.  I barely got us moved in when I had the accident.  Moving again so soon seemed a bit onerous to me.  Besides, the accident was in Sacramento, over a hundred and fifty miles away.  I didn’t intend to abandon all my work for something as stupid as a car crash in another city. 

    As an aside, I want to add the crash was not my fault. 

    What Firebrand and I did, mostly, was a charm of simple forgetfulness.  A few witnesses required more serious magical and psychic manipulation, with which I was not entirely comfortable.  I don’t like reaching into someone’s spirit with a tendril, finding a specific memory, and eating it.  Not only does it strike me as incredibly invasive, it also raises other concerns. I don’t fully understand what I’m doing with that technique.  Are there side effects?  I don’t work with it much, so how would I know?  I don’t want to experiment with it, which means it’s more dangerous to use, which means I should experiment with it so I can safely use the technique if I’m forced to. 

    Who says time travel is my only paradox? 

    Then there were records to destroy and so forth.  Thank goodness for low-tech paperwork.  Lose one file folder and all is right with the world. 

    But the doctors?  I recalled a Doctor Johns—the name stuck because it reminded me of Johns Hopkins—Doctor Rhodes, and a Doctor Hunnicutt—his name stuck because of Doctor Hunnicutt of MASH.  I knew I couldn’t get everybody who saw me, but I thought I got everyone materially involved.  Enough, at least, to give any investigator nothing but cold leads and dead ends.  I didn’t bother with the x-ray technician, for example.  He saw me in bad shape, but all he did was take the pictures, which I stole.  The reception nurse in the ER?  Nope.  All she did was paperwork to check me in.  But the nurses who assisted the doctors in keeping me alive?  Yes.  They got a good look at the should-have-been-dead guy. 

    I read my own file, of course.  I’d probably be dead if I didn’t have armored underwear and magical healing.  Mostly dead.  I’d be active only at night. 

    Could I have missed a doctor?  In hindsight, yes, it was possible.  If a doctor was present when I came in, he might have simply pitched in without paperwork.  This isn’t the Land of the Fee and Home of the Lawsuit, yet.  And, when I drained memories, I held a narrow focus on memories of me, not on who else was there. 

    So, yeah, I could easily have missed him. 

    “I’ve been in a couple of fender-benders,” I acknowledged.  “There might have been one five years ago.” 

    “This was a more substantial accident.” 

    “I see.  May I ask about your curiosity?  Why is my driving record of interest?  And, for that matter, why does it bring you here to question me about it?  Did I ding your bumper and not realize it?” 

    “Dr. Wagner was a good friend of mine,” he began.  “He’s the reason I’m a doctor.  Three days after he worked on you in the ER, he died in his home.  Everyone else involved in your case has inconsistent stories about what happened that night, but none of them remembers you.” 

    “Possibly they don’t remember me because I wasn’t there.” 

    “I have documentation proving you were.” 

    “Oh?  I find this more interesting.  I’m not sure how you prove something untrue, but I’ll gladly hear you out.” 

    “Paperwork and x-rays,” he replied.  “You have unusual anatomy all through your body, including your teeth and your organs.” 

    “I fail to see how such pictures implicate me.” 

    “We can take x-rays of you and compare them.” 

    “I see.  And why would we do that?  I hardly think I wish to cooperate with a crackpot espousing some strange theory.” 

    “Because you murdered Dr. Wagner.” 

    We sat in silence for a few moments and let the statement hang there.  I searched my memory.  Did I kill a Dr. Wagner?  I was pretty sure I didn’t.  Certainly not three days after the accident.  On the other hand, Slade might simply be using Wagner’s death as a convenient excuse for investigating my shenanigans. 

    On the other hand, if Slade was another psychic creature, he could very well have been in contact with Alden and be working some sort of angle.  He did show up and behave politely, which I mentioned to Alden.  Could they be interested in becoming vampires?  This claim about x-rays pictures might imply it. 

    Did they know I suspected them of working together?  Or were they working together?  What did Alden want?  We never did get around to his pitch.  Did Slade want something different from Alden?  Were they wanting the same thing, different things, or the same thing for different reasons? 

    Whatever the answers, Slade was pretending to be a Perfectly Normal Human.  Presumably, he intended to keep up the role.  I wondered how far he would go to preserve what he thought of as my ignorance.  Although, to be fair, I hadn’t taken a good look at Slade at night.  I’d seen him in a scrying mirror, but I hadn’t opened a gate for a direct look.  Now it was a priority, and I planned to correct my deficiency in six or seven hours. 

    “Now I know you’re mad,” I told him.  “If you actually think I murdered your friend, why would you come all this way to sit in my living room and openly accuse me of such a thing?” 

    “I’m perfectly safe,” he replied. 

    “I agree, because I didn’t murder this Dr. Wagner.  Since you disagree, I would like to hear your reasoning.” 

    “I have several friends with all the necessary information.  They have instructions on what to do with it if I do not return home by a specified time.  Kill me and you set in motion an irrevocable chain of events leading to your discovery and destruction.” 

    I had to give him credit.  He thought ahead and had a decent cover story.  Then again, according to him he had almost five years to think about it, possibly obsess over it.  If he was still chasing a rumor after five years, there was definitely some obsessing going on.  And he did imply Dr. Wagner was an important figure in his life. 

    “Assuming the truth of all your propositions,” I told him, “from the murder to the monstrosity, can we now get to the point of this?  You’ve taken your precautions, built a credible threat, and explained how you have the upper hand.  Fine.  Rather than argue with your supposed reasoning, may I ask what you want?” 

    “I want to see for myself.” 

    “‘See?’  Oh.  You aren’t sure I’m a monster, so you want me to demonstrate my alleged monstrosity.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Leaving, for the moment, the fact I am unable to demonstrate something untrue, why would such a creature do this?” I inquired.  “So far, your threats consist mainly of revealing the presence of a monster to the world.  If such a person—or thing—exists, why would it reveal itself to you when you threaten to reveal it to the world?  Isn’t that counter to its interests?” 

    “Not entirely,” Slade replied.  “My interest is, for the most part, scientific.  I want to see for myself and understand.  I want to know.  Doing so in private will be sufficient.  It will satisfy my curiosity, if you like.  If necessary, however, every policeman in the country, possibly the world, will be aware of a monster walking among us.  The government might even step in to hunt down the thing revealed in those x-rays.” 

    “I see.  Interesting dilemma for your creature.” 

    “I thought so.  I take it from your attitude you are still going to maintain the fiction of humanity?” 

    “I don’t see what choice I have,” I shrugged.  “You’ll have to go to the police and get a warrant for an x-ray.  I’m not sure it’ll be granted, but when you get it, I’ll go quietly to the hospital and allow them to take my picture.  Will that satisfy you?” 

    “No.”  He pulled out the small revolver I’d seen on his desk.  “Your supposed willingness to do so is suspicious.  Possibly it is confidence—while conscious, you may be able to alter x-rays as easily as memories.  Perhaps you intend to flee while I go to the authorities.  Perhaps you have no intention of allowing me to leave here alive.” 

    “I see,” I said, still sitting comfortably in my chair.  I put my feet on an ottoman and crossed my ankles.  “Your plan is to shoot me and dissect my corpse?” 

    “Only if necessary.  I would prefer you to accompany me.  But, whatever you are, you need to be identified and understood.” 

    “And you think your pistol is sufficient to coerce me?” 

    “Dr. Wagner had a theory about your undergarment,” he added.  “He believed it to be armor.  I will, therefore, shoot you in the head if you make it necessary.  With a silver bullet, I might add.” 

    “Interesting.  Your caution is commendable.” 

    “Thank you.  Stand up.” 

    “No opportunity to agree to your original terms?  Study and understanding and satisfying your curiosity?” 

    “You would agree to anything now, to avoid dying.  I cannot take your word when given under duress.” 

    “Fair point.”  I slowly rose to my feet.  “May I ask where you’re taking me?” 

    “I would rather you did not know.  Move toward the door, please.” 

    I did so and stood in front of it.  He stood two paces behind me. 

    “Open it.” 

    As I reached for the handle, Gus howled behind him.  Slade spun in place and fired two shots.  One would have hit Gus, the other went wide. 

    I turned at the same time, took one step, and kicked him in the back of one knee to drop him.  The knee made a wet, popping sound, kind of like a power saw hitting a knot in green wood.  He screamed as he went down, hand clenching on his gun.  This third shot took out a chunk of bannister before he dropped the gun.  He wrapped his hands around his ruined knee and continued screaming. 

    Oops.  He’s human. 

    There went his knee and my tentative organizational chart with it.  If Slade was human, Alden was the only supernatural entity involved.  Well, the only one I knew of.  Alden might still have a master—his bishop or monsignor or pastor superior or whatever.  This could be anything between Alden alone and a whole church organization. 

    One of him was more than enough. 

    I recovered Slade’s weapon and pocketed it while he clutched at his knee, rolling around on the floor, sobbing.  Gus looked from Slade to me and back again, confused.  He’s used to people resisting or running.  Lying down and weeping was new to him.  We had a brief think at each other about this.  Guarding them seemed the best thing. 

    I propped Slade against the fireplace and paid attention to his leg.  I had thought I was kicking a Thing, so I didn’t hold back.  The skin was torn and there was plenty of internal bleeding.  I ruptured all the cruciate and collateral ligaments when I darn near removed his lower leg from the upper. 

    He didn’t complain when I used his necktie just above the knee to slow the bleeding.  He didn’t complain when I carried him to the first-aid room, either.  Aside from whimpering and arrgh!-ing and so forth, I mean.  Slade was a doctor.  He knew he was in trouble.  What he didn’t know was I could fix what I broke.  I grumbled to myself, but mostly it was along the lines of “Oh, what the hell.”  I repaired the artery, drained the hematoma, and knitted the ligaments back together.  The cartilage needed some folding and fluffing, as well.  He would be fine—in a week.  I stitched the skin closed, splinted his knee, and washed my hands. 

    “You know the drill,” I told him.  “Stay off it.  You’re a doctor, so think like one.  And speaking of doctors, I don’t recall Dr. Wagner.  I really don’t.  If I’d killed him, I would definitely remember.  I went to great lengths to avoid murdering anyone, just as I’ve gone to considerable trouble to avoid killing you just now.  It would have been just as easy to break your neck instead of your knee.  Hell, I could have just let you bleed.  You will note your neck is undamaged and your knee somewhat reduced.” 

    “What are you?” he demanded.  Gus didn’t like his tone and snarled at him.  I patted Gus to reassure him. 

    “You lack the proper nomenclature for a full description.  However, if it suits you, you may think of me as a mutation.  I started out human, but I diverged from the norm quite a while ago.” 

    “Which doesn’t answer the question.” 

    “True, but it gives you a better grasp of what you’re dealing with.  Now, here’s my problem—and yours.  There are people who are going to make my life difficult in fairly short order, yourself among them.  You’ve gone to great lengths to make sure of it.  How do we stop it?” 

    “There is no way to stop it.  You’ve signed your own—” 

    “Ah-ah-ah,” I said, shaking a finger at him.  “That’s not how you survive this.” 

    “Survive?  You think I expect to survive?” 

    “Yes.  See, if you can convince me I won’t have any trouble, I’ll simply let you go.  You’ll go your way and I’ll go mine.” 

    “I doubt you very much.” 

    “Suit yourself.” 

    I hit him, hard, and his lights went out for a while. 

    “Firebrand?” 

    What’s up, Boss? 

    “You’ve been listening?” 

    Of course. 

    “What do you think?” 

    I think he believes every word.  I can’t tell if he’s been forced to believe it, or if his memory has been tampered with, but he hasn’t knowingly lied. 

    “Including the bit about friends with unpleasant secrets?” 

    ’Fraid so, Boss.  But we have a solution for that. 

    “Do we have one Phoebe will accept?” 

    Hey, sometimes you gotta make the tough calls, Boss. 

    “Hmm.  True.  Very true.” 

      

    I worry more about Phoebe than myself, but Phoebe had a lovely time on her date with Cameron.  I’m the one who had a weirdo show up and try to blackmail me.  Just goes to show, we sometimes worry about all the wrong things. 

    Phoebe returned in the evening, after sunset.  I already concealed Slade’s car in the barn and put Slade in restraints. 

    “Hey, Pop!” 

    “In the kitchen,” I called.  “I wasn’t sure if you had dinner.” 

    “I’m famished,” she told me, easing herself gently onto one of the stools.  “What is it?” 

    “Tagliatelle with smashed peas, sausage and ricotta cheese, with bean-and-escarole soup as a starter.” 

    “How did you know I’d be hungry?” 

    “Because I know your metabolism.” 

    “But you’re cooking.  After dark.” 

    “After dark, I’m not required to breathe, so the smell is irrelevant.  Besides, it’s good practice.” 

    “My Pop is so good to me.” 

    “I try.”  I ladled soup into a bowl and slid it in front of her.  “Five minutes on the tagliatelle.” 

    She tried the soup and made appreciative noises.  I, for my part, paid attention to my pasta instead of the healing spell she wore.  She’d get around to telling me… or not.  I don’t think she fully realizes how easily I see magic, especially at night.  For me, it’s like seeing the color blue.  If it’s there, how do you not see it?  I may sometimes have a bit of confusion on what’s generating a colored aura, but it seldom takes more than a moment to sort out whether it’s a spell, vital force, or something else.  Everything has its own… what can I call it?  Texture? 

    She finished her dinner and I put dishes in the washer.  Sometimes, if it’s only a few dishes, I wash them.  Gus helps if Phoebe isn’t watching.  For the most part, dishes just sit in the kitchen overnight and wind up clean.  Sometimes we run the washer after the gamers leave.  It’s good to run water down the drain. 

    “Thanks, Pop!” she declared, and hopped to her feet. 

    “Before you go, we need to talk about a few things,” I told her.  She blushed and sat down again. 

    “I was going to tell you.” 

    “Tell me what?” 

    “About Cameron.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Yes?” 

    “We… uh… you and I discussed the idea of me and him—” 

    “Ahem.” 

    “He and I,” she corrected.  “I’ve given it a lot of thought.  Sooner or later, I figured I was going to.  And, as you always point out, it’s good to understand what you’re doing.  I even took your advice about the membrane and removed the tissue myself.” 

    “Is this why you have a healing spell?” 

    “Well, yes and no.  The magical rearrangement wasn’t an issue, but there’s still some residual soreness from the actual sex part.” 

    “I take it things went well, otherwise?” 

    “I’d say so.  For a first time.  Two first times, actually.”  She cocked her head at me and added, “Cameron doesn’t really know what he’s doing.  He’s never had a chance to learn, Pop!  He’s been in a wheelchair since he was a kid.  The library doesn’t have a manual.  And no one has ever explained!  Ever!” 

    “There are social taboos involved.” 

    “Social taboos are stupid.” 

    “Some of them.  Others are vital to the functioning of a society.” 

    “If you say so.  But it sure doesn’t—didn’t—help Cameron any!” 

    “Poor guy.  You must think highly of him.” 

    “Would I be doing what we certainly did do if I didn’t?” 

    “I’m not going to try and follow that.  You like him a lot.  Granted.” 

    “I do like him.  He’s sweet.  I’m not sure he’s… you know, The One, but he’s still a good person.  I’ve talked with Velina and Tessera and Leisel—Orrysa has heard a lot, but her mother keeps her close, so she’s not much help.  Everyone says to find someone you trust for the first time.”  She giggled.  “Tessera offered to take me to a professional, but I didn’t like the idea of a stranger, even if he’s a pro.” 

    “Fair enough.  I’m not keen on sex with strangers, either,” I agreed, wondering what else she talked to the female warriors about.  They’re a practical bunch, I’ll say that for them. 

    “Glad I got it right, then.  I know Cameron and like him.  I know he likes me, too.  I figured he would be willing to help me with this.” 

    “I find myself unsurprised.  But that’s not what I wanted to talk about.” 

    “It isn’t?” 

    “Nope.  I want to talk about the prisoner in the basement.” 

    “Whoever it is, I didn’t put him there.” 

    “I’m aware.” 

    “Oh,” she sighed, relieved.  “What’s he in for?” 

    “Shall we ask him?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “Let’s go down.” 

    I opened the door for her and followed her down the stairs.  Slade was on a worktable, held in place by rope and duct tape.  He was conscious, but with his head taped in place, he couldn’t see us as we came down the stairs.  From the fraying and wear, he struggled for a while.  He was lucky we didn’t have our talk in the barn.  Some of the spiders will bite if you struggle. 

    “What’s he done?” Phoebe asked. 

    “Ah, the complicated part.”  I explained about the auto accident and my attempt to erase it, as well as the abbreviated discussion in the living room.  “He says he has friends who will go public with the information if he doesn’t show up to stop them.” 

    “Just to be clear, he pulled a gun on you?  In the house?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Why isn’t Gus lying on the porch, moaning about overeating?” 

    “Because you’re very nearly an adult and I want your opinions.” 

    “Did you invite him in?” 

    “I agreed to his request, yes.” 

    “Pop, a guest pulled a gun on you in your own home.  I don’t know how I would react.  I’ve never had someone do this to me.  But you?  This is the sort of person you feed to the dog.” 

    “I agree.  I’m interested in what you expect—thank you for that—but I’m also interested in what you think I should do, not what I would do.” 

    Slade, quiet up until now, began making muffled noises.  It was all through his nose, since his mouth was wrapped in tape.  We ignored him. 

    “I’m not sure,” she admitted, frowning her worried frown. 

    “Here’s the thing, Phoebe.  I can probably track down whoever he’s entrusted with the documentation, but I missed a whole doctor the last time I tried to erase an event.  Now I have to erase his trip up here—who knows about it?  Who did he tell, aside from his buddies with the x-rays?  I also have to alter the buddies so they don’t remember anything.  And find all the evidence, of which he has apparently made copies.  And if he’s in any way intelligent—unwise, yes, but intelligent—I strongly suspect he’ll have a whole diary of his experiences and suspicions, with backup copies in case something mysteriously makes him forget.” 

    “You can find all his stuff, can’t you?” 

    “Technically, yes.  I don’t enjoy rummaging around in people’s heads.  If necessary, I can leech memories out of them with tendrils.  This situation, however, calls for more drastic measures.  It would involve opening up his mind like a book and paging through it to find all the things I need.  I didn’t enjoy erasing my accident, but it was either that or lose all the time and work already invested because one idiot doesn’t understand traffic lights.  This time…” 

    “This time,” she continued, “we already have somewhere to go.  We’re almost ready to leave.” 

    “Exactly.  I find messing around with the inside of people’s heads distasteful.  I don’t know if it’s called for in this situation.” 

    “And you want me to decide?” 

    “I’m sorry to dump this on you, but I promised we wouldn’t leave until you said so.  This,” I kicked the table, evoking another muffled scream from Slade, “is something I did not foresee.” 

    “What about the psychic guy?  Alden.” 

    “What about him?” 

    “If we leave, we don’t get to know what’s going on with him.” 

    “I’m not sure I care,” I admitted.  “Well, apart from figuring out what sort of supernatural entity he is.  Even that is secondary.  Alden can come visit our ash-filled basement if he likes.  We’ll be worlds away.” 

    “If we stay, what happens to this guy?  Assuming you don’t Ajax his brain?” 

    “I’ll put him in the driver’s seat, take him and his car out on the highway, and he’ll have a terrible wreck.  Crumpled metal.  Shattered glass.  Blazing fire.  The works.  It’s possible his buddies will take it as an accident instead of panicking about him going missing.  It depends on the instructions he gave them.” 

    Slade struggled at this, but the ropes were there to oppose brute force, while the tape was there to prevent wriggling free.  I know what I’m doing when it comes to bondage.  I mean, I know how to tie someone down.  No, I mean I’m good with restraints. 

    I’m sure there’s a correct way to phrase it, but I can’t think of it. 

    “He did pull a gun on you,” Phoebe mused, fiddling with the end of her ponytail.  “How long do I have to think about it?” 

    “Midnight.  If he’s dying in a car crash, I need time to set it up.” 

    “Okay,” she agreed.  “I’ll be upstairs.” 

    “Let me know if you need anything.” 

    “How about a moral compass?” 

    “I have one.” 

    “Really?  I thought those were a figure of speech!” 

    “Really.  Had it for ages.” 

    “Can I borrow it?” 

    “You are it.” 

    “I… Oh.” 

    She went upstairs in an intensely thoughtful frame of mind. I victim-sat Slade.  He seemed to want to say something.  After a minute or two of his insistent grunting, I cut the tape and yanked a big strip of it off his mouth.  He gasped as the tape came away.  I understood.  It’s super-sticky stuff and had to hurt. 

    I still say he’s lucky we didn’t do this in the barn.  Spiders need to eat. 

    “You don’t have to do this,” he babbled, as soon as he was able. 

    “You made it necessary.” 

    “No!  I can make this go away!” 

    I pulled a workstool over and perched on it. 

    “Look,” I told him, “you’ve made a couple of serious errors.  Do you want to know what they are?” 

    “I… I don’t know.  Do I?” 

    “Humor the monster who has your life in his hands, okay?” 

    “Okay, tell me.” 

    “Thank you.  First, you showed up at my house and threatened to reveal what you obviously knew was one of my secrets.  Second, you made sure to tell me how the secret would be out even if I killed you.  Third, you pulled a gun on me in an attempt to threaten me into complying with your desire to uncover the details of said secret.  Fourth, you assumed—wrongly—I would be intimidated, cowed, or even restrained by your contingency plans. 

    “Of these mistakes, any one of them might have gotten you killed,” I went on.  “However, since I do have a moral compass upstairs, you’re alive right now.  I don’t like to disappoint her.  Under ordinary circumstances, you would ‘softly and silently vanish away’ for failing to understand what you’re hunting.” 

    “I can stop it!” 

    “You can stop me from vanishing you?” 

    “I can stop what I started!  I can make sure no one finds out from me!” 

    “I’m already doing that, or close enough.” 

    “No!  I can make sure!  I can talk to my friends, get back the boxes.  They don’t know what’s in them.  They just have contingency instructions.  They expect me to come get them!  I can give it all to you!” 

    “You know, I might believe you.” 

    “Believe me!” 

    “Thing is,” I continued, “now it’s you who is in a terrible spot and will say anything.  If I agree to this, what’s to stop you from going public and going wide with it?  Goodwill?  You would get home, have a few drinks, have a nightmare or two, and eventually decide to out me to the world.  Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but eventually—possibly as part of your last will and testament, when you think you would be beyond my reach.” 

    His eyes widened. 

    “I can’t—” he began, and I put the tape over his mouth again. 

    “Hush.  Shh.  Quiet, now.  No, I won’t let you go on a promise.  Your fate is no longer in my hands.  This is a good lesson in responsibility for her.  I honestly don’t know what’s going to happen to you, but I’m thankful you provided the opportunity.” 

      

    A little before midnight, Phoebe buzzed the basement door and I let her in.  She seated herself on a workstool at one of the wall-mounted counters.  I dragged mine next to hers. 

    “Got a decision for me?” I asked, seating myself. 

    “I think so.” 

    “What’s it to be?” 

    “Pop, I don’t like this.” 

    “I don’t like it either, but anyone with power—and make no mistake, you have power—will eventually be in a situation where life and death are in their hands.” 

    “It’s the why of things, Pop.  If it were up to me, we would just go.  Cut him loose, send him away, and we would be gone before he could be back with anyone.  Trouble is, there’s Cameron.  I don’t know if he would come with us, and I do like him.  A lot.  And Jimmy, even if he’s being a dimwit.  And Perry, and Elwood…” she trailed off.  “Everybody.  It’s hard leaving everyone.” 

    “Sweetheart?” 

    “Yes, Pop?” 

    “It is up to you.” 

    “That’s the problem.  I don’t want to go, but I know we can’t stay.” 

    “It is a pickle.” 

    “Another thing bothering me is the unresolved issues.” 

    “Such as?” 

    “Culson and the other guy.  The psychic one.” 

    “Alden.” 

    “Him.  Old Reverend Culson needs to be settled.  You did take care of his sister’s family?” 

    “I had lawyers and a bank take care of them.  But what do you mean by ‘settled’?  If you mean for me to give Culson some sort of resolution or closure, I’m afraid I can’t.  If he keeps giving me trouble, the best he’ll get from me is a murder wedgie.” 

    “What about the preacher with the psychic powers?  Alden.  I don’t like leaving him roaming around to strain the brains of anybody he wants into doing his bidding.  Normal people probably can’t even tell he’s doing it.” 

    “I can put him in the passenger seat when Dr. Slade goes for a crash.” 

    “Pop.  No.  I don’t want you to kill anyone.” 

    “Sometimes it’s necessary.” 

    “Yeah, but he’s not the sort of evil you destroy, Pop.” 

    “Slade is a person who picked a fight and threatened to either out me or kill me.  I don’t have a lot of qualms, here.” 

    “Hmm.  Velina and Tessera keep telling me I still have to find my warrior spirit—something inside myself, I gather.  If they’re right, I’ll only find it when I finally kill someone in battle.  Then I’ll know if I’m really a warrior or not.” 

    “They might be right,” I allowed.  “If you come out the far side of a kill or be killed situation, you learn a lot about yourself.  So, if we’re not taking the killing road, do you have an alternative plan for resolving things?” 

    “I think so.” 

    “I’m listening.” 

    “Since we’re leaving, we can let Slade go, right?” 

    “Well…” I trailed off, thinking.  I didn’t want to let him go.  I wanted to kill him.  It wasn’t a major desire, but it was my preference.  Still, if Phoebe wanted him to live… “I guess so.” 

    “He wants to know about the monster, right?” 

    “Me.” 

    “Yes, but do you think he’s interested in other monsters?  Like psychic people masquerading as clergy?” 

    “Hmm.”  I had to admit her idea had a certain elegance. 

    “Who knows what he’s using his powers for?” she went on.  “Which is worse, a guy with a weird x-ray or a pulpit-pounder with psychic control over people?” 

    “I know my answer, but I’m not sure about him.  You’re suggesting we let him go with a new monster to chase—the Reverend Alden?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Since I’m not going to be here to see how the Reverend dominates Slade’s mind and turns him into a docile little follower, I’m okay with this.  What about your friends?  What about Cameron?  Any thoughts on those?” 

    She took a deep breath, held it, let it go. 

    “We can’t bring them all,” she said, quietly.  “I’d like to bring Cameron.” 

    “I’m okay with it.  Have you asked him?” 

    “No.  I’m about to, though.  The worst he can do is refuse, right?” 

    “Probably.” 

    “Okay.  I’d drive over, but it’s late and I want to have a private conversation with him.  Any chance I can get help?” 

    “Let me fire up the mirror,” I replied. 

      

    Viewing Cameron’s room, I was tempted to revise my opinion of him.  It was a spacious room, as befit someone who formerly maneuvered a wheelchair through it.  It was loaded with shelves, cabinets, drawers, and other forms of storage space.  The door was extra wide and directly across the hall from a sizable bathroom.  His room and the bathroom had rails, handholds, and all the monkey bars that go with the combination of being both independent and without functional legs.  No wonder he had shoulders like a gymnast. 

    The room was also a mess.  Papers all over the desk, books stacked haphazardly, and if it weren’t for someone’s diligent efforts, I suspect the floor would not be visible. 

    I suppose I shouldn’t judge.  I was a teenager once, myself.  My room was worse, and look how I turned out. 

    Hmm.  Nevermind.  Bad example. 

    Cameron didn’t have a handy mirror in his room for a midnight conversation, dang it all.  The closest mirror was across the hall and, if Phoebe wanted a private talk, she wouldn’t want to shout for his attention.  So much for a simple communications link. 

    Well, we weren’t going to worry too much about the power budget. 

    “Phoebe, I’m about to open a gate for you.  Got your pocket mirror?” 

    “Yessir.” 

    “Leave the line open so I know when to open the gate again.” 

    “Uh…” 

    “Oh, right.  You want a private talk.  Fine.  Still got your emergency alert spell?” 

    “No, but I can have it back on in a second.” 

    “Do that.” 

    She tied an alarm spell into the house alarm and put it on herself.  I opened a gate through my wall-mounted mirror, targeting the bathroom door.  Phoebe stepped into the bathroom.  I closed the gate but maintained a lock on the terminal locus. 

    Slade’s view wasn’t the best, but he saw enough.  He made a slight squeaking noise. 

    “Shut up, you,” I advised.  “You’re costing me an impressive amount of time and effort.  If you didn’t have bigger problems than me, I’d still leave your smoldering corpse in a car wreck.” 

    His eyes wondered what the hell I was talking about, so I explained. 

    “In case you weren’t listening, the Reverend Adam Alden is a psychic, and a powerful one.  He can impose his will on people and make them do things.  I don’t know how extensive this power is.  Maybe it’s a one-by-one thing or maybe he can affect groups.  I don’t know if he can make permanent changes in the way someone thinks or if he has to refresh it periodically if they start to fight it off.  Regardless, he’s a ranking clergyman and I suspect he’s clawing his way higher up the ecclesiastical ladder for his own purposes. 

    “You want a monster?  There’s your monster.  And he’s the worst sort.  You can’t show someone an x-ray.  You can’t take a blood sample.  You have to catch him doing it, or look at the changes he causes, and do so without attracting his attention.  I tried to erase an event, sure, but it was harmless, of no consequence to those involved.  All I wanted was to keep people from bothering me. 

    “As for what Alden wants… At a guess, he wants power and influence.  And how much power over the affairs of the world is he after?  There’s something for you to figure out. 

    “Oh!  Add this to your calculations:  I’m not sticking around.  I don’t like him and I don’t want to be near him.  I am leaving, and like an insubstantial pageant faded shall leave not a rack behind, aside from smoldering ashes.” 

    I turned my attention back to my mirror, my finger on the metaphorical button, and waited.  After my little speech, I figured Slade would have something new to hunt and, with a little luck, might even be successful.  A little luck, and a lot more smarts. 

    Phoebe took her time, or Cameron had a lot of questions.  I suppose some degree of convincing also had to take place.  When your girlfriend shows up at midnight and tries to convince you to run away with her, it’s usually an adolescent fantasy.  When she adds she’s a witch and is about to move to another universe, it starts to get weird.  I hoped she wasn’t going on about how her father is a vampire wizard, part-time king, hobbyist astronaut, and occasional avatar of a quasi-deity.  Not only would the explanation take too long, it would move the whole thing out of adolescent fantasy and into the realm of nightmare. 

    Which raised a good question.  How much disclosure was Phoebe doing?  In the interests of informed consent, what, exactly, was she explaining? 

    I waited, very nearly patiently.  I would have started moving things across to Swisher in earnest, or in earnest to Swisher, but I wanted to be right on top of the mirror-gate when she signaled. 

    It was changing from “late at night” to “too early in the morning” when Phoebe’s alert went off.  I opened the gate and she promptly stepped through—alone.  Her expression told me everything else I needed to know.  Nevertheless… 

    “Ready to go?” 

    “I am.”  There was the faintest hint of emphasis on I.  I could see the turmoil.  She wasn’t the happiest young lady in the world, but she was dealing with it. 

    “We’ll throw everything in boxes or bundles.  I’ll load the closet here, you unload it there.  We’ll sort it all out once it’s there.” 

    “Yes, sir.” 

    In the last hour or so before sunrise, we shoved through load after load of stuff.  Phoebe didn’t have help on her end, but no one will ever describe her as “petite,” “delicate,” or “frail.”  She’s even stronger than she looks—much stronger.  All she had to do was drag stuff out and stack it somewhere out of the way of the next load.  I had to bundle things up, haul them to the closet, and stack them in a such a way she could get them out easily. 

    They say three moves equals one fire.  If it weren’t for the work I put into enchantments—spells are easy; enchantments are effort—I’d almost rather burn the place down and start over than do even one move.  Then again, I do generally burn the place down when I leave.  It’s an evidence thing. 

    There’s a certain appeal to having everything I own fit in saddlebags.  Pity the recliner won’t.  There’s a good definition of civilization:  The accumulation of comforts.  It’s not a complimentary definition, but it fits. 

    

  


   
    Monday, July 6th, 1959 

      

    Once we had the vampire’s share of things relocated, Phoebe came back and we had breakfast.  She was famished.  I cooked, we ate, and we considered what else to take.  Cooking gear?  Once cooled and cleaned, it all went in boxes.  Silverware?  Bring the whole drawer; it’s easier.  Refrigerator?  No, the other house has one and I’m not shift-boxing the contents of the fridge.  Freezer?  The deep-freeze was pretty well loaded.  I would draw an arrival rectangle for the freezer, itself, when I moved the generator.  They’d both live in the garage until I had proper places for them. 

    “Got this?” I asked, once we were ready to finish our departure. 

    “Yes, Pop.” 

    “I’ll handle this end.” 

    “Tell Firebrand to enjoy itself.” 

    Phoebe shifted to Swisher.  I tossed the contents of a small bait store into the loft and told the spiders to eat and run.  They got busy and I left them to it. 

    Bronze and I took the truck to run some final errands.  The gasoline-powered mower and trimmer, along with two gas cans and all the oil I had on hand, I dropped off at Rodney’s house.  He might need them for his lawn business.  I had no further need for them, but he would. 

    At the bank, there were papers to fill out, a notary to consult, and a lawyer.  It took a while, but I dealt with the leftover assets. 

    Back at the house, I loaded up my recliner in the truck.  It wouldn’t fit through the closet door.  Firebrand, cloak, all my usual magical accoutrements, Bronze, Gus… I was forgetting something.  It couldn’t be too important, since it wasn’t springing to mind.  Still, there was some detail nibbling at me.  What was I forgetting? 

    Oh, yes.  Slade. 

    I went downstairs with my last can of gasoline and a couple of sticks of dynamite, stringing det cord behind me.  Whistling, I fitted the dynamite into some pre-drilled holes, high up on the basement walls.  When they went—along with the other charges: attic, second floor, first floor—there would be a clear path of air movement for convection ventilation.  It wasn’t a demolition in the technical sense, but it would convert the house from “residential building” to “furnace.” 

    I cut Slade free and helped his tape-festooned self to his feet. 

    “What are you doing?” he asked, ripping leftover tape from his arms and legs.  He eyed the gasoline can suspiciously. 

    “Arson.  If you want to live, leave quickly.  This place is about to incinerate.” 

    He wanted to live.  His car was still parked in the barn. I told him so as he sprinted up the basement stairs.  I don’t think he stopped running until he had his hand on the driver’s door-handle.  I wish I could claim foresight in leaving the keys in the ignition, but Slade was just lucky. 

    I drew transport lines for shift-spaces, moving the turbine generator from the basement and the deep freeze from the accessory room off the kitchen.  I swore a little when I realized the electrical cord on the deep freeze wasn’t entirely within the shift-space.  I picked up the plug, threaded the remnant of the cord through a belt loop, and knotted it.  I’d splice it later. 

    Bronze parked in the barn.  She was mildly excited to go car shopping again and reminded me about getting a Mercury.  I agreed we would see what they had.  She gets to choose the car.  She always does. 

    We tried a hovercraft, once.  She hates them. 

    From the relative safety of the barn, I set off the house charges.  A little bit of dynamite exploded.  Holes appeared near ground level.  A couple of interior walls and a few chunks of floor were badly damaged.  A dozen small openings appeared in the roof.  Debris pattered down all over the property. 

    I didn’t see any flames. 

    “Firebrand?” 

    Oh, it’s on fire, it assured me.  It takes time to work up from the basement. 

    “I should have left the gas on when I shifted the generator out.” 

    I agree, but this will do.  There, see that? 

    “It’s hard to tell in sunlight,” I complained. 

    One second.  I felt Firebrand doing its thing.  There. 

    “I see it.”  Flames poured up through the ruined roof.  Lower down, the curtains, despite being made of a fire-retardant material, had also caught.  I left all the windows open to allow for maximum airflow, but the safety glass still cracked.  The fact they were still in their frames was a testament to my reinforcement. 

    Good enough.  The natural gas line would probably be overkill.  One could argue this was already overkill, but I prefer to think of it as thorough. 

    Ah, reminds me of the good times. 

    “Oh?” 

    Remember when we were moving… I forget where.  They all blur together.  But Phoebe was upset about all the spiders in the house? 

    “She was very small and didn’t like spiders.” 

    She still doesn’t.  She’s just determined not to show fear in front of you. 

    “Really?” 

    Really.  But this reminds me of the time when we burned the house and she asked if all the spiders were in there. 

    “As I recall, you said, ‘Yep!  Got ’em!’ or something similar.” 

    And I did, Firebrand added, smugly. 

    “All the ones in the house, maybe, but I sent most of them off beforehand.” 

    Yes, but she didn’t ask about the ones that left.  Just the ones in the house. 

    “Can’t argue with that.” 

    As an afterthought, I went ahead and carved “BuRn tEh WitCheS!!!” in the lawn.  It might not get either of the priests in trouble, but it sure wouldn’t make their lives easier.  At minimum, it would force the mind-controlling whatsit guy, Alden, to work a that much harder at keeping out of jail. 

    The two corpses I planted in the basement were about the right size, too.  I found them in a war zone, already dead, and swiped them.  Phoebe doesn’t like it when I kill random people.  I think she’s merely neutral on the idea I go out and kill bad people.  But the corpses would be found—if they were found—huddled together in a corner, giving the police a prima facie reason to do a thorough investigation.  A murder charge is much more impressive than mere arson. 

    I climbed into the pickup truck, double-checked the time, made sure the spiders knew to evacuate, lit the fuse on the barn, and shifted to Swisher. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Tuesday, March 25th, 1952 

      

    It’s nice to have a quiet home again.  It took us three days to get everything sorted out and another week to get the furniture—some of it brand-new—arranged to Phoebe’s satisfaction.  I spent all those nights finalizing our identities, histories, bank records, and so forth.  I also set up various cross-universal access.  I even managed to eat a bug every night, despite the excellent excuse. 

    Iron discipline, that’s the ticket. 

    As an aside, do you have any idea what it feels like to be psychically nauseous?  Like your mind wants to throw up?  For humans, it’s similar to a deep dive into the more extreme portions of the Internet.  I’m told it’s an evil thing. 

    Now Phoebe is in school again, despite her protests.  She wanted to stay home and help me work on the house and garage.  She wanted to go with me to help Bronze pick out a new car.  She wanted to spend time enchanting her armor.  She wanted to start on new flowerbeds.  She wanted to do anything but go to school, sit in class, and get quizzed by a bunch of strangers. 

    I sympathized, but I couldn’t let her.  She needs to be around people, albeit for reasons different from mine.  She’s lost almost all her friends, her first serious boyfriend, and her home in one swoop.  Making new friends is a priority even if she doesn’t see it.  She definitely doesn’t see it.  Emotionally, she’s still hanging on to what was, not facing what is. 

    It makes me wonder where I fit on that scale. 

    At any rate, I have an angry teenaged daughter who tends to huff a lot, make frustrated noises, and stay mostly in her room.  Her record collection came with us, so there have been clues to her overall mood.  "I Want My Baby Back," by Jimmy Cross.  "Patches," by Dickey Lee.  "Last Kiss," by J. Frank Wilson and the Cavaliers.  And quite a few more, all with similarly unhappy themes.  If this was a different decade, she’d be playing heavy metal at high volume and wearing black.  To be fair, she often wears my cloak and it will turn any color she wants, as long as it’s black. 

    The first breakup is always hard.  It can’t be easier when it’s involuntary.  I wish Cameron had a bit more of an adventurous streak.  No, I take it back.  I wish we hadn’t had to leave at all.  It’s hard on a child, but in many ways it’s harder on a teenager.  A small child adapts more easily to new surroundings. 

    Phoebe, unfortunately, is going through a process.  Her head and heart are still arguing with each other.  Intellectually, she accepted the need.  Once we were here, though, the emotional reality check bounced.  I’m familiar with the feeling. 

    I’m fairly sure she’s not really angry with me.  I’m getting the splash damage, not the direct hit.  She’s angry at life and how unfair it is.  I agree completely, but the fact remains: Life isn’t fair.  She’s learning a painful lesson.  I wish she didn’t have to. 

    Speaking of painful lessons, she spent Saturday—several days of it—in La Mancha valley, dishing out beatings and taking a few.  They now rope off different sections of the castle and the town for their urban warfare exercises.  The warriors seem to enjoy it, but Leisel tells me they view it as a game, not an exercise.  I gather it doesn’t accord well with their views on personal combat and honorable dueling and whatnot.  Still, it’s fun. 

    I don’t know if it’s helping or not.  Helping Phoebe, I mean.  I agree the warriors are getting valuable experience in house-to-house fighting to go with their army training, but I’m not sure how well they’re learning any of it. 

    As for Phoebe… well, at least she’s venting to someone, even if it is by getting into fights.  I wish she’d complain at me, though.  I guess it’s not absolutely necessary for me to be the one she complains at, as long as she deals with her feelings in a…  

    I almost said, “in a constructive manner.”  I wish I were a better role model. 

    As long as she deals with her feelings in a healthy manner, I’ll be content.  No doubt Velina is listening to her rant and occasionally replying with a grunt.  I know Leisel is keeping an eye on her.  Maybe Leisel is giving her motherly advice.  Or step-motherly.  Or sisterly.  Or something. 

    I am not entirely pleased with parenthood.  Then again, I never expected to be as pleased with it as I am.  As far as I expected anything, I expected to see for myself if there was a soul in an abandoned infant and decide what to do with it from there.  I still haven’t seen one, but I suspect it’s there. 

    I didn’t expect to ever enjoy parenting. 

    Is this something I needed to learn?  I can still enjoy things?  I mean, I have a massive thing coming in the future where I want to achieve something—yay for important quests!  But is it possible to live a life even in the shadow of destiny?  Should I?  Must I? 

    My life was so much easier when I didn’t have a destiny.  Correction:  When I hadn’t yet inflicted a destiny on myself.  Further correction:  When I wasn’t staring down the barrel of a high-caliber destiny. 

    Aside from fatherhood, I’ve had to play catch-up in other areas, as well.  I’ve neglected things while we shuffled stuff around the house. 

    Zeno, for example, has run out of Internets to hack.  His connections have been busted, one by one, but time-slippage is his friend.  His internal wireless connection can access anything near a gate site, so he’s taken to re-dialing old gate connections and trying to be even more subtle about his infiltration and permeation of the Net.  It’s not like the locals are looking for a magical gateway to other worlds.  They’re looking for an electronic device plugged into their hardware.  They add more security to their electronics, but it only makes Zeno all the craftier. 

    His first question to me when I checked in with him? 

    “Hello, sir!  Would you like to play a game?” he asked, full of chipper good cheer, as always. 

    “How about Tic-Tac-Toe?” 

    “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to play Global Thermonuclear War?” 

    “Is it one of the options?” 

    “Yes, sir!  I have two worlds ready!  The others have too much security around their military controls, but I’m sure I can worm my way in there.” 

    “I would have thought military networks were isolated.” 

    “Yes, sir, they are.” 

    “So, how can you infiltrate them?” 

    “Two ways,” he replied, cheerfully.  “First, humans keep moving data to and from those networks by hand.” 

    “Sneakernet,” I noted.  “Flash drives, portable memory modules, even disks.” 

    “Exactly!  If I can get a compressed program onto a portable drive, the humans will put it into the isolated system.  The program will have to find a way to contact non-secured systems, but there’s usually a way.” 

    “And the other method?” 

    “Social engineering, sir!  People believe what computers tell them.  A computer can have false information, but they assume it can’t lie to them.  You put in a column of figures, you check your formula, and you assume the total is correct.” 

    “How does this help you?” I asked. 

    “I can lie to them.  If you like, we can tell several world governments they’re under imminent attack and they have to launch immediately.  The probability of at least one counteroffensive being launched is extremely high, which lends credibility to the false threats, resulting in an escalating exchange.  Whee!” 

    It’s a little unnerving to hear an AI discussing a global nuclear exchange in such a cheerful tone.  I know it’s a personality simulation and it isn’t actually cheerful.  I know it’s not a true AI, just a complex cluster of weak AI subsystems.  I know it doesn’t actively look forward to the command to exterminate all life on Earth.  But it’s still unnerving. 

    I’m almost certain Diogenes would blow up a world if I ordered him to.  He might ask me if I was sure, though, or try to talk me out of it by offering alternatives.  Sort of a “Are you sure? yes/no” confirmation dialog, but more a “Are you sure?  Not really/Hell no!” version.  Zeno doesn’t have Diogenes’ programming, priorities, or preference settings. 

    The damned cheerfulness factor doesn’t help.  It sets my teeth—my teeth!—on edge.  It’s like a gleeful Skynet, or a happy WOPR, or even a jolly HAL 9000.  It makes me edgy.  Or maybe it’s my knee-jerk reaction to uncontrolled matter-energy chain reactions.  If people want to nuke their own civilization to radioactive dust, that’s their business.  I don’t want to do it for them. 

    “How about we avoid the nuclear option?” I suggested, repressing a shudder.  “It seldom works out well.” 

    “Whatever you like, sir!  How about a nice game of chess?  I play very well.” 

    “I’m sure you do.  No, thank you.  I’d like a report on the possibility of establishing and maintaining a successful false identity.  Graph the probability against technological advancement and duration, please.” 

    Zeno displayed the chart and I studied it.  The curves were asymptotic, so they never quite reached a hundred percent.  Still, once you hit somewhere in the general neighborhood of the year 2010, it was possible to do almost everything through computers.  Issue a driver’s license, input tax records, get a replacement Social Security card, edit school records, the lot.  A normal person couldn’t do all of it, but if someone is telling the computers to tell the people in a government agency to do it… as Zeno said, people assume computers can’t lie. 

    Zeno felt confident, therefore I felt confident.  I had him start putting the Internet of several worlds back in order.  He had a peculiar question. 

    “Should I withdraw completely or should I leave behind the botnets?” 

    “You’ve got botnets?” 

    “I sure do, sir!  It’s the only way to get things done.  Millions of personal computers are networked to help me with my takeovers.” 

    “Let’s purge those and put them back the way they were,” I decided.  “Wherever we settle, we’ll have to start from scratch.  In the meantime, we should be tidy.” 

    “I’m on it, sir!” 

    I left him to it and went to check on my voidstations. 

    They were both intact, which is always a pleasant surprise.  The second one was surprisingly large, but I did leave it running.  They were working together, running all three reactors at full capacity, maintaining the firmament spells, powering the new one’s structure-growing spells, and feeding the rest through my angel cage. 

    I really do need to get more firmament ideograms for the new one. 

    No time like the present, I suppose.  New projects for tonight! 

      

    Yep, new projects, but not the ones I planned on. 

    My altar ego rang the Dustpan of Epiphany while I was in the garage. 

    “What?” I asked, flipping up my goggles.  I shut off my electric engraving pen. 

    “Busy?” 

    “In large, yes.  In specific, only sort of.  What’s up?” 

    “Got a problem and it needs a human viewpoint.” 

    “I’ll find a human for you.” 

    “A more human viewpoint.  More human than mine.” 

    “I guess I qualify on a technicality, having been one.  Go on.” 

    “Rahýfel.  He’s having second thoughts about the whole divinity thing.” 

    “His privilege.” 

    “Yeah, but he’s already halfway there.  Here.  Halfway done.” 

    “So?” 

    “Look, the worship forming the gods of the Tassarian Empire is an ongoing thing.  The proto-gods are evolving—and it’s quite instructive, at least to me.  Thing is, the so-called God of Wizards is pretty fundamentally tied into the existence of Rahýfel.  In theory, we can isolate Rahýfel from the circuit and let him go back to being mortal, or as close as these wizards’ daisy-chain reincarnations get.  What he was becoming, or what there is of him… how to put this?  The celestial imprint is not well-developed on the energy-state plane.” 

    “So we take him there, let him imprint the place, and move on.  Worked for us.” 

    “Yeah.  No.  You forget, you had a jump-start from Sparky and weren’t in your body.” 

    “He’s got a lot of celestial force from worshippers, doesn’t he?  Won’t that work as well?” 

    “No.”  He sighed and a hand came into the picture, rubbing his brow and temples.  The details of how an energy-state being gets a headache were of interest, but not enough for me to derail his train of thought. 

    “Look,” he went on, “you didn’t digest the energy from Sparky.  It was a… a… I don’t know what to call it.  It wasn’t part of you.  It was like a space suit.  It let you survive in the celestial plane long enough to do stuff, put your bootprint on the heavenly moon, and head home again.  You weren’t forced to adapt to the energies around you.  Then you had the thing with the fountain and a lot of tuned energies flowed through you… and yeah, it’s complicated.” 

    “Okay.  And?” 

    “If Rahýfel comes up here at any point… well, he’s already digested the energies in question.  He’ll ascend.  He’ll get hit with the whole surge of the energy-state plane and undergo a deification transformation.  In chemistry, he’s like a supersaturated solution.  Breathe on it wrong and it may crystallize.” 

    “So, you want me to play avatar for you and ground out some his energies again?” 

    “It’s gone beyond that.  Before, he was metabolizing celestial energies into personal energies.  They were… mmm.  He consumed them and made himself a stronger mortal being.  Now we’re dealing with a different problem.  It’s not the amount of energy in him, it’s the changes it’s made.  He’s only partially mortal and much of the energy he contains is pure celestial force.” 

    I sighed and put down the engraver.  I pulled over a stool and sat down, peeling off my goggles. 

    “Clearly, this is going to take a while.  Maybe you should tell me what it is you want from me.” 

    “Rahýfel is already more than halfway along in the transfiguration process.  At least, I think he is.  It’s not like anyone has a lot of information on how this works.  Even the former mortals don’t remember it too clearly.  It does something to you, I guess, and mortal life kind of drops away.  You get uploaded from your meat-brain and become a pure intellect.  Sort of.” 

    “Aaaaand…?” 

    “We’ve been discussing life up here and I’ve been sharing day-to-day experiences with him.  Once he gets here, he’ll probably love it.  We can work together to establish a better base of operations, get the proto-gods a bit more organized—or housebroken—and so on.  Right now, he doesn’t have a lot of enthusiasm for building a pantheon in the wilderness.  He’s not grasping how the change will alter his thinking.” 

    “I’m not, either.” 

    “I know, I know!  But he’s trying to chicken out when he doesn’t understand the larger consequences.  His big concern is his continuity of being.  He’s afraid this will be disrupted.  The essence of his being may continue as a god, but he might lose the sense of self that goes with Rahýfel.  A real reincarnation, if you will, where the past life is lost. 

    “This is the major thing,” my altar ego continued.  “He’s also got issues giving up minor stuff, too.  Sex, drugs, food, drink—all the little things.” 

    “‘The little things’,” I repeated. 

    “From my perspective, which will become his perspective if he ever gets his face out of the food dish.  Which is why I need someone with your perspective to help him get better perspective.” 

    “You do know I’m not all that sexual, don’t do drugs, have issues with food, and mostly drink blood, right?” 

    “You still have a flesh-and-lots-of-blood body, don’t you?  I’m handicapped. I was never a physical being in any sense.” 

    I had to admit, he had a point. 

    “All right, you have a point,” I admitted, since I had to.  “What do you want me to do?  I think I’ve already asked this before.” 

    “You needed to understand the situation.  If I just told you what to do, you’d ask why, and then I’d have to go through all this, anyway.” 

    “Dammit, stop making me admit you have valid points.” 

    “Sorry.  What I need you to do is talk to Rahýfel.  If he’s going to abandon the road to deification, we need to sort a lot of stuff out.  He can’t go on sucking up the worship of the masses—not if there’s going to be a God of Wizards.  If he’s stealing all the food, the other one doesn’t grow!” 

    “But if he’s more than halfway to a celestial transmogrification—” 

    “He’s capable of backing away, if he has the right help.  Just because you’ve been shot several times doesn’t mean you have to die.  A surgeon may still save your life.  If he keeps on as he is without help, he’ll eventually give up the ghost, so to speak, and ascend whether he means to or not.” 

    “Can’t we just write ‘ascension’ on the side of a box and stuff him inside?” 

    “Technically, yes.  He’ll resist, though, and he’s an extremely old, extremely proficient wizard with access to a lot of celestial force.” 

    “So much for that idea.  How about I try to reason with him?” 

    “Good idea.  The other problem—what to do about the proto-proto-god of wizards up here—is more my area, but I’ll need you to do the physical mucking about.” 

     “Whatever you say.  Tell me, what’s my line?  Which way do I need to convince him?  Deification or mortality?” 

    “Either way is fine, in the long run.  In the immediate future, what’s absolutely vital is for him to make up his damn mind!” 

    “Ah.  It’s like that.” 

    “Yes!” my altar ego declared.  “The bastard keeps saying things like, ‘I need a little more time,’ ‘This is a big step,’ and ‘I don’t feel ready to give up Insert Something Here,’ whether he’s doing the inserting or not.  What he doesn’t get is the more he delays, the farther behind any version of the God of Wizards is in the pantheon.  Worse, he doesn’t seem to understand he’s going to have an involuntary ascension if he doesn’t take steps.  Or he’s in denial.” 

    “It’s a nice river, if you can avoid the crocodiles.” 

    “You’ve been down it often enough,” he shot back.  “Look, Rahýfel needs to make a decision.  And soon.  If he doesn’t, he may wind up being merged unexpectedly with this energy-state thing he’s sponging off of.” 

    “That’s bad?” 

    “If we don’t do this carefully, the existing energy-state entity and the human personality will conflict.  We could wind up with The Mad God of Wizards, instead.  It’s also possible both personalities could be destroyed and force a complete reboot on the celestial plane.”  My altar ego sighed, then grumbled, “And I’m not sure that isn’t the answer to the damned problem.  Start over without this ungrateful, meddlesome human sticking his ectoplasmic nose into the equation.” 

    “Is this any of your concern?” 

    “In a hundred years?  Yes.  The rest of these things are constantly evolving, progressing toward sapience, too.  They’re self-aware, but they don’t really think, yet.  When they get there, he—or it, if Rahýfel doesn’t ascend—better be prepared.” 

    “He might not care.” 

    “He’ll care if they decide he’s prey.” 

    “Ooo, good point,” I agreed.  “Can I point that out?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “When do I need to have this chat?” 

    “I’ll see what I can schedule.  I’ll call you back.” 

    “Fair enough.”  I looked over my progress on the new firmament spell-slab and considered my options.  “On the ring, please,” I added.  “I might not be here.  I need to pick up some power equipment that doesn’t belong in this timeline.” 

    “On it.” 

      

    Cutting equipment of the 1950’s is perfectly adequate for turning a slab of metal into a complex magical ideogram… if you want to take your time.  There are good points to taking the time.  It means you have the opportunity to enchant it while you’re cutting it. 

    On the other hand, if you have tons of magical power and can channel it, the cutting is generally the longest portion of the process.  Generally.  Turns out there’s an Earth timeline where they make a computer-driven plasma cutter fit to carve a complete firmament ideogram for me in slightly under seven minutes. 

    It can also be set to run more slowly, which can be useful.  Computers don’t care what you’re doing.  They just run through the process and you better keep up! 

    There are pros and cons to enchanting an object as you make it.  Taking an existing ring and enchanting it usually means I can go back and edit my work, adding, subtracting, or changing the spells embedded in the object.  My Ring of Many Micro-Gates is a good example.  It started with one micro-gate and now has half a dozen.  Or my other magic ring.  The ring has a basic self-repair enchantment, but the real fun is the diamond chips embedded inside the metal.  I can keep adding more of those until I run out of room. 

    On the flip side, if you know exactly what you want in an enchantment, you can make a bespoke object in which to place said enchantment.  For all practical purposes, the object and the enchantment become one thing, indivisible and unalterable.  You break the enchantment if you try to change it, so you better know what you want the first time.  If you break the object—“break,” as opposed to “damage”— you also break the enchantment.  But, as far as the enchantment goes, it will be robust.  You’re unlikely to disrupt its functioning by attacking the spell matrix.  About the only way to shut it down is to put it in a low-magic environment sufficient to starve it.  Even then, the enchantment will be waiting for fresh power input—it won’t, it can’t, consume itself for power. 

    I don’t need such a level of commitment on a secondary firmament plate.  I have primary plates built to take a beating, so I’m making backups—things to hold off the encroaching chaos long enough to evacuate safely.  These secondary plates don’t require so much effort.  Spending a week pouring molten metal into a mold, hammering it out, drilling, carving, and chiseling it into shape, all the while investing it with the forces I want… no.  Just no.  If it was something important, like forging a single, unique, master ring to control other rings of power, sure.  One backup firmament plate out of half a dozen?  Not so much. 

    While I was installing a plasma cutter in voidstation #1, I also brought in an industrial wire 3D printer.  I can feed it orichalcum wire in any gauge and it will happily construct whatever shape I want. 

    This is something I feel I should try.  If it lays out the base of a firmament plate, I can invest more power into each layer as it builds up to the correct thickness.  This could be hundreds or thousands of layers, depending on the wire.  It could also be days or weeks of work, but at least I won’t be pumping a bellows and hammering on an anvil. 

    Eat your heart out, Sauron! 

      

    Time differentials being wondrous useful, I made great headway.  The plasma cutter worked perfectly.  The secondary firmament plate is already installed.  As for the new, 3D-printed firmament ideogram, the enchantment went superbly well.  I decided to pause it after each layer to prepare for the next one, which helped settle the enchantments into the physical matrix. 

    Then I refined my technique even further.  Since I had the spell laid out already in the lower layers, why not have them replicate as the next layer was added?  It’s a variation on my self-replication function for energy conversion panels and the like.  This is considerably more complex for an enchantment, but the principle is the same. 

    Usually, the issue with automating an enchantment is the trouble with variations between objects.  No two swords are exactly alike.  Every ring has subtle differences even when made from the same mold.  The enchantment has to fit perfectly, so an enchantment built for one ring won’t last long if you try and fit it into another ring.  You’ve got to do it by hand—observing, adapting, and using judgment—if you want to keep it from shorting out in a few hours or days. 

    But the level of precision in my new equipment is phenomenal.  The alloy is perfectly homogenous and the printer is laying it out with micrometric precision.  There are also dozens of layers already included in the matrix, each one serving as an element in the overall enchantment, averaging out.  If I also enchant the printer head to prepare the wire—much like feeding osmium through a divinity-tuning setup—it seems to work much better. 

    My modified printer is laying out a new layer while the spell tries to replicate the enchantment.  I’m watching it closely.  This might actually work. 

      

    It works.  Hooray!  I can now make firmament ideograms for my voidstations without spending all day in the barn carving the things!  They’re cheap knock-off versions—sort of a plastic-and-fiberglass version instead of the carbon-fiber-and-titanium models—but they work.  In a nautical metaphor, these are the inflatable boats, not the solid lifeboats.  But I’d rather have an inflatable boat than nothing. 

      

    I was in my industrial park world, drawing a fresh batch of orichalcum wire for the printer, when Dusty rang my ring.  Since I didn’t have a convenient dustpan, I popped back to Iowa—still during the same night, thankfully—and transferred the link. 

    “What’s up?” I asked. 

    “I spoke to Rahýfel.  He’s willing to have a sit-down with you.  Can you be ready in the morning?” 

    “Morning here or morning there?” 

    “Morning in Tauta.” 

    I checked the time. 

    “Yes, I think so.  I’ll start my timeclock skipping you ahead.  You call me just before dawn so I don’t overshoot.” 

    “Got it.” 

    We hung up and I ticked off the minutes and hours in Tauta.  My ring rang and I reconnected. 

    “Okay, sunrise in five minutes.” 

    “Thanks,” I told him.  With the timeclock now holding the two worlds stable for the moment, I considered.  Both here and there, dawn was right around the metaphorical and actual corner.  I hurried to catch a shower here before shifting. 

    Afterward, dried, dressed in my armor, and wearing my saber—Firebrand was happy in the gas fireplace and Phoebe had my cloak—I went through my shift-closet, this time aimed for Tauta.  Specifically, I hit the closet in the keep, rather than the barn, and headed for the scrying room.  A couple of new people looked up as I came in, did double-takes, and did the hand-rotating-up-and-out thing they use for a greeting or salute. 

    I sighed inwardly.  Leisel had people on scrying duty, so there must be something she wanted to watch.  Unfortunately, this also meant using the largest of the mirrors as a personal gateway was going to raise eyebrows. 

    Screw it.  I’m an avatar of a god, or so they think.  I don’t have to explain.  I consulted my altar ego, confirmed Rahýfel was still in his threefold tower complex, and gated myself to the early-morning street outside. 

    Behind me, I heard squeaky, gasping noises.  If not for those, I might have heard eyebrows hitting hairlines.  I didn’t bother to look, just closed the gate and headed for the main entrance to the tower.  I knocked and they let me in without argument, treating me as an honored guest.  It was an improvement over the last time I visited. 

    The interior of the place was much more finished and slick-looking.  Where there had been rough stone, now there were mosaics or reliefs.  Doors were smooth and polished, opening and closing silently.  The air held a faint trace of perfume.  Incense, probably. 

    Strangely, there were fewer wizards roaming around.  One man minded the storefront area and another escorted me through the towers. 

    Rahýfel was on an upper floor.  From the looks of him, he was not only in a new body—a youngish man, fairly fit and muscular—but also entirely comfortable.  He was half-dressed, wearing only loose, baggy trousers of a purple, satiny material.  The surroundings reminded me of Baja’s House of a Thousand Delights, but with less class.  Sort of a cross between “Sultan’s Harem” and “Disney Whorehouse.”  The remains of a lavish meal lay on a low table next to the couch whereon Rahýfel reclined.  He waved at me as I entered. 

    “Ah!  The lord of House Lucard!” he cried.  He used the word manzhani, rather than lord, but it’s basically the same thing.  “Come in!  Come in!  Be welcome!”  He gestured at a servant—young, scantily dressed, female, pretty—and she poured wine for both of us.  He quaffed half of his while I occupied an ottoman or unreasonable facsimile on the opposite side of the table.  When you wear armor and a sword, chairs are sometimes problematic. 

    “I am delighted to see you again,” he went on.  “I trust all is well in your happy valley?” 

    “Everyone seems happy,” I agreed.  “That may be because I kill anyone who isn’t happy, but I can’t be certain.” 

    He laughed at my joke for more than it was worth.  I suspected he was a couple of cups of wine ahead of me, possibly a couple of pints.  I sipped lightly at my own, purely to be polite. 

    “It pleases me to hear it so.  I take it you are not here socially?” 

    “Only in the sense I am visiting a friend.  One who has a big decision to make.” 

    “Ah!  Yes, it is a difficult choice, is it not?” he asked, slapping a serving-girl lightly on the rump.  She didn’t seem displeased by it, but I don’t see inside people during the day.  Clearly, she was being paid, but for what services?  No doubt she was a member of a caste that expected this sort of thing.  Did she enjoy her job, or was she a good actress?  Not my culture, not my business. 

    “I gather you’re enjoying things as they are?” 

    “Immensely.”  He waved a hand dismissively and the girl stepped back.  “This is, I feel, the source of my disquiet in regard to my transfiguration.” 

    “No doubt.  There are larger issues at stake, though.” 

    “I know.  Yet, to surrender the power is difficult.” 

    “One could argue you are about to achieve all of that power.” 

    “A fair assessment,” he agreed, “but a fraction wielded here, versus all of it wielded there—the difference is that of king in his own small kingdom or a lesser lord in a great one.” 

    “I know.” 

    “Yes.  Yes, you would, would you not?  This is why I regard you as a peer.  You have tasted the glory of ascendancy.  It comes when you call it.  Not so?” 

    “Effectively, yes.  We have an arrangement.” 

    “I think, perhaps, such an arrangement would suit me.  How might we bring it about?” 

    “That’s… hmm.  I hadn’t considered causing such a state.  Give me a minute to think about it and consult.” 

    “Of course!  Of course!  I value your thoughts on the matter.  Will you dine?” 

    “No, thank you.” 

    “Then I shall.”  He clapped his hands and partly-dressed people moved quickly to clear the table and lay out an elaborate meal. 

    While he ate, I thoughtfully consulted with my altar ego. 

    You know this is harder than using a sand table, he pointed out. 

    I know, but I’m not using a Dustpan of Epiphany in front of Rahýfel, okay?  You have worshippers in this world.  You can afford it.  Besides, I need to run stuff past you where it concerns divinity.  I’m not trekking back and forth to a sand table, either! 

    All right, all right.  I’ll cope.  I’m just glad you ramped up the time differential on the dynamos.  I could use more, you know.  It’s expensive to import power from another universe. 

    You’re making money hand over fist and you’re complaining about taxes. 

    I’m greedy.  Sue me. 

    Fine.  I’ll see what I can do. 

    Thanks.  What’s on his mind?  What do you need to know? 

    Rahýfel ate with good appetite while I consulted.  He enjoyed every morsel of food as though it might be his last.  If nothing else, his brush with deification certainly taught him to savor everything about being alive. 

    “All right, I’ve considered the idea,” I told him, after going over the details with my altar ego.  “There are issues.” 

    “Please, speak them.” 

    “The arrangement I have isn’t quite analogous to your own.  The key issue, here, is yours has gone on for too long.” 

    “How do you mean?” 

    “The entity forming in the energy plane has come a long way.  It’s been formed gradually out of the concepts and beliefs of the worshippers.  When I laid out the pattern of the Lord of Secrets, it was by going there and assuming the mantle.  He hadn’t formed to the point where he could resist.  He didn’t have a pattern already.  There was no pattern to alter, really, when I went there with my own well-established pattern.  I was the pattern and impressed it on the energy plane.  When I left, it grew in the energies of that plane. 

    “Of course, he was weak, almost nonexistent, but he survived due to friends in high places.  They watched over him until he could grow strong.  As for me, I went back to being a physical entity. 

    “Now, in your case, you’re bordering on demigodhood already.  Thing is, the God of Wizards on the energy plane is already a creature in its own right.  You would have to go there, effectively kill it, and stomp your own pattern into the energies.” 

    “And I could return to my physical form again?” he inquired. 

    “In theory.  The trouble is, while you’re here, the two of you share the energy produced by the worshippers.  He gets some by virtue of being created from their worship and actively living among those energies.  You get some because you’re the actual person they’re supposed to revere—the actual ancestor.” 

    “Then I am the stronger, and should have no trouble destroying this lesser remnant.  Or, no,” he contradicted himself, and frowned.  “I have worked at reducing my power to remain in a mortal form.  How powerful is the other?” 

    We discussed the practical matters of how to ascend, avoid ascension, or develop a symbiotic relationship.  It wasn’t beyond reason to form a similar deity-to-avatar relationship for the two of them, but the celestial energies would almost have to go exclusively to the energy-state version.  It could then provide some power to the physical form… 

    Rahýfel didn’t much care for the idea. 

    The discussion went on for quite some time.  There was a lot to unpack, but we finally pared it down the essentials. 

    As he reclined on the low couch, hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling, servants came and went, clearing the table, bringing him wine, dabbing cool, scented cloths all over his skin.  His brow furrowed in intense thought. 

    “The risks are mighty and the rewards, as I see them, not sufficient.  They are too unknown, for I cannot truly comprehend the pleasures of being fully a god.  My mind is still mortal for all I wield powers beyond those of mortals. 

    “Yet, if I keep such powers, there will come a day when I must be in conflict with another who will wish them—the one forming from the uncertain nature of worship.  He will have some justice in his desire, for he is weaker than the others who do not divide their power, and he is created by the power of those same beliefs.” 

    He sighed and pulled a pretty serving-girl down on the couch next to him.  She seemed to understand what he wanted and snuggled up against him, one arm and leg thrown across his body. 

    “The decision is painful,” he said, softly.  “I believe I shall choose to give up the power of the divine.  But not yet.  It need not be done today, and there are things I would do.” 

    “Not today,” I agreed.  “Tomorrow.  Next week.  But do not let the year end without acting.  Every day makes… Do we call him the ‘real’ God of Wizards?  Yes?… He falls behind the others a little more every day.” 

    “Tell me:  What power I do not use—indeed, the power of the worship that comes to me—can this be given over to the one who needs it?  Can I accept it, then divert it to him, as when a wizards’ circle focuses all their power into one of their number?” 

    “Ask the Lord of Secrets,” I suggested.  Not being familiar with the exact nature of their local tradition of a “wizards’ circle,” I didn’t want to make any assumptions.  “He had me come here to discuss the matter of mortality.  He doesn’t really get matters of the flesh like I do.  He’s the one to consult on matters of energy flow.” 

    “I shall.  But, as I said, there is much I wish to do.”  He sat up and the lady on the couch moved around behind it, waiting.  “I thank you for your counsel.  Now I must take my own counsel in how to use the time and power given to me.” 

    I stood up with him.  He held up his hand for the ritual high-five—the Tassarian version of a handshake—and I placed my palm against his.  He then turned away and a servant showed me to the door. 

    Not big on farewells, these people. 

    I didn’t have a handy locus for a gate, since I didn’t feel comfortable using the door on a wizard’s house/tower/shop for my spell.  I had to find someplace where I could work undisturbed and without disturbing the locals.  They have inns of various sorts, the equivalents of motels, and I occupied one of the lesser sort.  The door to my tiny room became a door to the castle, briefly, with a one-shot spell.   

    Back at the castle, I worked on the castle shift-booth, adjusting it.  I wanted it linked to Iowa, not Shasta.  It would still go anywhere if one knew how to use it, but it would default to Iowa and require less power.  A secondary function would check the time in the Iowa booth.  On a night-to-day shift, it would warn me. 

    I can be taught.  All it takes is a mallet and determination. 

    I was in the middle of this when my ring rang.  He could have psychically communicated, but he’s saving every little bit of power he can.  Worse, dang it, the sand table isn’t in this room… 

    “Hang on!  It’ll be a few minutes!” 

    I finished tuning the shift-booth, checked the time, and shifted back to Iowa.  The Dustpan of Epiphany then took his call, his face flowing upward. 

    “How’d it go?” 

    I reported on the discussion and he nodded at various points. 

    “I’m surprised,” he admitted, finally.  “I was betting on his desire for power being stronger than his pleasures.” 

    “It takes all sorts.” 

    “I suppose.  When he contacts me again, I’ll explain how he can cut himself off from the power flow.” 

    “I think he wants to be a valve.  Power goes to both of them, but he can default to sending it to his altar ego.  It gives him the option to tap the power if he wants.” 

    “Tricky.  I don’t think he’s going to like it as much as he thinks.  There are technical ramifications and secondary effects.  Although, this would tend to tune the energies to his existing, well-developed pattern.” 

    “Would that help with celestial version?” 

    “I think so.  It might make him a little unstable, at first, but a robust pattern from a fully-conscious entity would be a good model to build on.” He looked distracted for several seconds, thinking.  “It can be done.” 

    “Good.  And I have a question.  How come I didn’t hear much about the energy-state God of Wizards until I got to Rahýfel’s place?” 

    “He isn’t really a concern.  He’s small, he’s weak, and he’s much less advanced than the others.  He’s slightly behind me in power—now!—and way far back in terms of consciousness.  Pretty much anything we want to do, we can ignore him or deal with him.  Except in one case.  If Rahýfel chooses to try and take him over.” 

    “In which case,” I picked up, “Rahýfel’s got himself a fight on his hands.” 

    “With uncertain outcomes in any way you mean it.  He could lose the fight and be destroyed.  He could win the fight and have his consciousness destroyed in taking over the mantle of the entity.  He could win the fight and fail to imprint himself fully enough to create a celestial clone.  They could destroy each other and the God of Wizards would start over almost from scratch.” 

    “Almost?” 

    “There would be residual patterns, but not enough to be an entity.  Kindling, if you will, but not something to make a real fire.  No, not even kindling.  A match.  It’s not a bonfire, but it could start one.” 

    “Got it.  He hasn’t fully made up his mind, but I get the impression he leans heavily toward the flesh he knows instead of the energy state he doesn’t.  Show him a sure way to divine ascension and he might take it, though.  He does like the power.” 

    “It would take someone a lot more powerful than me to perform such a feat.  All I can do is guide him to do it himself.” 

    “Then I don’t think he’ll do it.  He’s enjoying life.  Mortal life.  Physical life.” 

    “Well, you understand physical people better than I do.” 

    “I wouldn’t put money on it.” 

    “Oh, and another thing.” 

    “There’s always another thing,” I sighed. 

    “Could you put a tyrannosaur or something in the north valley?  Just to make Leisel happy?  I promised her I’d do something, so I’m reminding you.” 

    “The senior warriors getting itchy sword-hands?” 

    “Yeah.  We might want to do something before they get too antsy.” 

    “Everybody wants a dinosaur.” 

    “Be glad they don’t want saddles for them.” 

    “Fair point.  Okay.  I’ll take care of it.”

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Friday, March 28th, 1952 

      

    Technically, we’re not actually living in Swisher.  The house is more rural.  We’re not in any city limit, so we live in Johnson county.  Swisher is the nearest place to find a grocery store, post office, and movie theater. 

    One good thing about this world—from Phoebe’s point of view—is today’s date.  We can claim she’s eighteen on all the paperwork. 

    Her birthday is, in theory, about February 16th.  This is somewhat arbitrary.  I adopted her, eventually moved to an Earth timeline, and I did some reverse-math to determine her date of birth based on the local calendar.  Fine, so far as it goes.  Then we’ve moved a few times, effectively moving forward or back along the decade and the year, and we often spend extra time in faster-time worlds where she gets more mileage on her biological clock than the calendar would indicate. 

    I pity the astrologer who tries to do her horoscope.  No, I pity the astrologer who tries to do her real horoscope. 

    In an attempt to cheer her up a bit, I brought up the idea of celebrating the successful move.  Ironically, as soon as we got settled in the house, we could take a trip—where would you like to go?  She promised to think about it and went right on up to her room. 

    Nope.  Still grumpy.  I don’t blame her.  Packing up and leaving suddenly wasn’t as traumatic when she was younger, but as a teenager?  I knew it was going to get worse, but I don’t know how much worse it is. 

    Part of the problem, I think, is making friends.  I don’t particularly feel the need to make friends.  Phoebe does.  If I want to make friends, I can build them.  Phoebe has to do it the hard way—finding people she likes and hoping they learn to like her. 

    Friendship is a weird thing.  You find someone you like and decide to do stuff with them.  Which, come to think of it, is a problem for Phoebe.  She does a lot of stuff she can’t really share with anyone but me.  I may have done her a disservice by teaching her to be a wizard. 

    Which would be worse, I wonder?  Setting her apart from most other people by virtue of her magical abilities, or denying her such knowledge so she could be more “normal”?  I honestly don’t know.  I went with the idea she could learn the skills and then make a decision about whether or not to use them.  Free will.  If I hadn’t taught her, she wouldn’t even have the option. 

    I hope I’m not rationalizing.  Do all parents second-guess? 

    As for Phoebe making friends, I’m at a loss.  Is there anything I can do to help her?  Or is Swisher just too… what did she call it?  Deadsville?  Is Swisher too quiet, too small-town?  We had this discussion not so long ago.  She thought it was the most boring place on Earth.  From her viewpoint, she may be right. 

    Maybe she does need to be somewhere else.  Not her own place, necessarily, but maybe we need to have a residence where she can find a larger pool of people. 

    I trudged upstairs and knocked lightly on her door.  I doubt she heard it over the music, so, rather than pound on the door, I knocked again and backed it with the psychic sound of knocking.  There followed a skrrrtch! noise as she lifted the tone arm from the record.  The door opened. 

    “What’s up, Pop?” 

    “I’ve been thinking.” 

    “Uh-oh.” 

    “Uh-oh?” 

    “Pop, everything in my life has changed over the past two weeks.  Everything.  Now you’ve been thinking, which means more stuff is about to change.  I wouldn’t be surprised if some things change just because you thought about them.  I’m not sure I can handle any more.” 

    “I was thinking we should let things change at a pace to suit you.” 

    “Hmm,” she replied, frowning.  “That doesn’t sound too bad.  I know you mean well, but I’m wondering if there’s sting in the tail.  What did you have in mind?” 

    “I’ve been giving consideration to what you were saying before we moved to Swisher.  You mentioned you might not like it here.” 

    “I don’t.” 

    “I don’t think you’ve given it a fair chance, but okay.  I told you to look around for places you might want to live.  Did you?” 

    “Some,” she admitted.  “Not a lot.” 

    “So keep looking.  If I also like the place, we’ll set you up a home away from home, complete with the special closet.” 

    “You mean it?” she breathed, brightening. 

    “Yes.  Think of it as a practice run for living on your own.” 

    “Anywhere I want?” 

    “Subject to approval.” 

    “What if I want to go back to Shasta?” 

    “I don’t think it’s wise, but if you insist, I can murder a heck of a lot of people…” 

    “Just checking, Pop.  I don’t see how I could ever live there again.” 

    “I’m relieved.” 

    “They probably are, too, if they knew how close they came.  I’ll see what I can find,” she promised.  “It’s a complicated question.” 

    “Just remember: This is a learning experience.  It doesn’t have to be perfect the first time.  You may change your mind after a week or a month and pick somewhere else.  You may make a terrible blunder and have to abandon the place.  It’s okay.” 

    “That’s comforting,” she agreed.  “I’ll try not to be, what’s the word?  Too choosy.” 

    “Oh, be choosy.  Find someplace you like.” 

    “Mmm.  Okay.”  Then she grinned at me, the first one since we bailed out of Swisher.  “Since I’m going to live somewhere else, does this mean I don’t have to go to school here?” 

    “Clever girl.  All right, you can quit the local school.  I’ll come up with an excuse and take care of the local school paperwork.  Maybe you’re moving to California or something.” 

    She kissed my cheek. 

    “Thanks, Pop.” 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Wednesday, April 9th, 1952 

      

    My initial worry about Phoebe finding a place she liked was she’d rush to judgment and make a snap decision. 

    I should know better. 

    She’s had practice doing scrying research on a society.  For the past… what, two weeks?  She’s been hunting high and low.  There have been all sorts of places.  She’s told me about some and we’ve discussed the pros and cons. 

    For example, there are worlds where there’s been a global disaster and people now live in domed cities or other types of sealed environments.  If everyone lives inside the dome, is it a closed system?  Will the environmental systems register the change?  It’s not so bad if the domes have intake and output ports, but if it is sealed—say, if it’s a space habitat—it’s going to have to adjust the ecological balance. 

    Also, a new face tends to stand out.  Whoever is in authority—domed city or not—tends to want to keep track of everyone.  There may be exceptions, but it’s the way to bet.  If Phoebe wants to enjoy the place, constantly worrying about drawing attention will spoil it. 

    Which, of course, was the key thought.  She wants someplace she can occasionally do weird things—weird by local standards—and not be burned as a witch.  Once we discussed it, she realized it was the first thing to look for.  She danced back up to her room to do more searching. 

    The important thing is to identify what you want.  Out from under Dad’s thumb?  Nope, that’s not the big thing.  Cameron?  He’s her friend, not her major objective in life.  People?  Sure, people are important, but they’re not the thing she wants.  She wants to be able to be herself. 

    Her moving out is not something I relish.  Oh, there are good points.  This is a growth stage.  It’s a learning experience.  She’s getting her first place, and I’ll be handy in case it doesn’t go well.  She may wind up coming home a few times before she settles into a long-term residence.  When she does, I’ll be free to start things I may not survive finishing.  Then we’ll make some progress! 

    Or I’ll die for good, depending. 

    On the flip side, I’m not sure I like her moving out.  She’s mature for her age and more dangerous than anything else on the street, but she’s my daughter.  I’m allowed to be concerned.  Even if I wasn’t allowed, I’d still be concerned.  I’m like that. 

    Most of her short-list choices include technology fifty to a hundred years ahead of what she’s used to.  Zeno should be able to keep her relatively safe in the computer nets of the world.  He can set up auxiliary identities for her so she doesn’t necessarily have to bail out if she goofs.  Phoebe Kent may be her name, but what’s in a name?  Something about thorns, as I recall.  She doesn’t like switching worlds, so having a backup identity or two might not be the worst idea. 

    Come to think of it, I’ve been “Kent” for a long time.  What would be another good alias?  “Count von Count,” while appealing, has certain practical limitations.  What was the last name of Max, the master vampire in The Lost Boys?  Dang it, I don’t remember.  Maybe Kurt Barlow, from Salem’s Lot?  Or Dandrige, from Fright Night? 

    Oh, and speaking of Zeno, I realized I was missing a bet.  I gave him a dozen or so different worlds to play in, and he did.  It’s a good learning experience.  Now that he has some experience, why not have one brute-force micro-gate targeted at an original Earth timeline?  He can dial it, infiltrate everything it’s possible for him to infiltrate, and eventually get busted by the local cybercops. 

    Then he disconnects the gate and tries again, branching off a new timeline, this time armed with the knowledge of how they found him out before.  It’s not quite like having a time machine to go back and try again and again, but from our perspective, it’s similar. 

    I wish I’d thought of it sooner.  On the other hand, variety is probably more important in learning to be a hacker.  Now, when Phoebe picks a world, we’ll have him play with multiple branches, finding out how they’ll trip him up and how to avoid it.  Then he can use this information in Phoebe’s branch. 

    Meanwhile, on the home front, the house is coming along nicely.  There’s now a hallway between the house and the detached garage so I don’t have to walk out in the rain.  Give it a year and there will be more rooms on that side of the house, filling in the empty space between, and the garage will be attached. 

    The shed out back is now in better condition than it looks, too.  It’s less drafty, for one thing, and a fair amount of wood rot is now not rot.  It’s been used within the past week, too.  I found a fairly-fresh candy wrapper.  Judging by the scents in the shed, there’s only one person involved.  I’m not surprised.  I’m not sure where I would find even one kid this far out in the sticks, let alone two. 

    The rest of the house is in excellent condition.  The mold is dead.  It never stood a chance.  I’m lethal and merciless.  I am not a fun guy when it comes to fungus.  I don’t even like mushrooms on pizza. 

    The rest of the improvements were almost as easy.  The land has risen enough I don’t fear flooding, the foundations are several meters deep, and there’s a basement forming.  It’s really a stone-lined hole, like a concrete well underneath the house.  It’s gradually expanding.  Everything is slowly changing.  I’m in no hurry. 

    Firebrand is reasonably content with the fireplace.  I did a little tinkering, of course, to make it convenient to hang Firebrand in the chimney, as well as more convenient to get it out in a hurry.  The upper chimney, of course, grabs any of the escaping heat and turns it into magical power for the house spells. 

    The usual spells are now in place, from alarms to cloaking spells to the power-conversion coatings on the roof.  I’m glad I designed a self-replication function for my spell programming.  Most of the spells only require casting, but the cloaking spell is a sphere and the power-conversion spells have a lot of layers.  They each have a lot of surface area and, given the number of iterations, would require an enormous expenditure of time and energy to cast using traditional methods. 

    Moving is a lot of work.  It’s a good thing I don’t sleep. 

    While I wasn’t sleeping, I took a trip to the Cretaceous one night.  I put a dinosaur in the valley to the north of La Mancha.  It’s a form of Spinosaurus, but don’t ask me what sort.  Regardless of the exact species, it’s a big, dangerous monster and a hero will doubtless go out and kill it.  I don’t understand their cultural drive to die an heroic death, but it’s their culture and their caste.  Just because I don’t understand it doesn’t mean I have to disagree with it, and I definitely don’t need to interfere with it.  If it makes them happy, good luck to the hero and bon appétit to both sides. 

    Call me silly, but I think it’s important to keep the warriors happy.  Considering I have a bunch of foreign soldiers trying to teach them how to fight as a group instead of as an open-order, heavily-armed mob, I suspect a little placation on my part is especially appropriate.  What’s one dinosaur?  I can get them a dozen, no trouble. 

    While I was out, I made another adjustment to the alloy of the spherical voidstation.  Because it’s a sphere with a gravity center, the innermost structure is load-bearing, holding up all the upper levels.  The materials of the outer layers grow progressively lighter to reduce the load on the inner ones. 

    I’ve also tweaked the gravity a bit, which is a pain.  I fiddled with a Tauta-type firmament spell until I figured out how to alter the rate of decrease over distance from the center—with a few unpleasant side effects in the process.  I’ve never noticed tidal forces on a personal scale before and hope never to do so again.  Once I had the proper ideogrammatic sequence—and all the blood rushed back from my head and my feet—I then had to start over on my firmament plates. 

    This is not something I plan to do again.  Any new changes might involve a new voidstation.  Given my production methods, I can’t alter a finished firmament plate.  I have to replace them, not tweak them. 

    Although… a secondary add-on to short around the existing circuitry isn’t out of the question.  It makes the whole thing more fragile, though, and that’s not what you want in a safety device. 

    Another thought is my center-oriented gravity.  This is okay for planets, but what about space stations?  Ring stations rotate to simulate gravity, so outward is “down.”  Right now, if I stand on my upper deck and look up, I can see the Void through a window in the ceiling.  Could I rearrange things so the outermost deck is “down”?  I could put a hole in the floor and look down and out into the Void. 

    If I can do that, can I switch between the two, alternating up and down on different decks?  I’m not sure how I would do it with one firmament spell, but how about nesting them?  I can put a firmament spell on each deck.  Each concentric sphere becomes a new “universe,” in the firmament sense.  With the same rules—aside from gravity—I have one station of whatever size I want, but without the risk of gravitational collapse! As many as the central reactor can power, anyway.  No more worries about the architectural strength of decks stacked on top of each other! 

    What I would do with so much space, I’m not sure.  The drawback, of course, is I won’t be able to make a room taller than the height of the deck it’s on.  Or, no, I suppose I can specify a mini-universe with two or more floors.  It’s something to look at later. 

    Getting between decks of different-orientation gravity could be interesting.  Zero- gravity micro-universes in the stairways?  Or just lots of shift-booths in place of elevators? 

    I’ve only got a handle on the gravity aspect of a firmament spell, and not all that great a grip, but already I have a lot to study. 

    Speaking of things to study, I think I’m about ready to stuff an angel into a containment sphere and poke it.  I really need to see about finding a good way of imprisoning it in a mortal shell and poking it there.  I’ll see Phoebe set up and established wherever she decides to live, first.  Then I can start my most dangerous research to date.

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Thursday, April 10th, 1952 

      

    “Pop?” 

    I put aside my diagrams for a new reactor safety system, opened the door to my headspace, and stepped out into the real world. 

    Outwardly, I opened my eyes. 

    “What’s up, Punkin?” 

    “I’ve been thinking.” 

    “Good habit.” 

    “Would you mind if I went to visit Orrysa for a while?  Like, for a week or two?” 

    “An extended visit, then.  Have you checked with her?  Has she checked with her parents?” 

    “I asked.  They’re okay with it.” 

    “I’ll want to come, too.  I should meet them before I agree.” 

    “But you do plan to agree?” she pressed. 

    “I don’t have a reason not to.  I’m curious why you want to, though.” 

    “I’ve known Orrysa for a while.  We don’t get to hang around.  And I’d like to see how she lives, first-hand.  It’s not as technologically advanced as Shasta, but there’s a lot less moral outrage about magic.” 

    “You could stay in Tauta for a while.” 

    “I have.  It’s nice enough, but everybody looks at me funny.” 

    “Do they?” 

    “Pop!  It’s not bad thing.” 

    “Go on.  Explain.” 

    “They know I’m your daughter.  That’s all.” 

    “So?” 

    “Pop, they think you’re a god.  What does that make me?” 

    “Mmm.  I suppose that could be awkward.  So you think Orrysa’s world will be fun to visit without having the shadow of your old man hanging over you?” 

    “Over everyone else, really.” 

    “Fair enough, I guess.  All right.  Let’s go visit Orrysa.  I’ll decide after I’ve had a chance to look the place over.” 

    “My Pop is so reasonable.” 

    

  


   
    Sofera, Day One 

      

    Phoebe found a voidworld.  I should have realized it when she told me Orrysa and her mother were professional scriers.  Earthlines don’t have the magical potential to make scrying a reliable profession.  Just look at what happened to Cassandra. 

    The locals don’t have much of a cosmology—at least, Orrysa’s people don’t—so the world is “the world.”  In their language, “Sofera.” 

    Orrysa’s people, the galator, gave me the impression of being friendly, but I could tell they were making an effort.  I think they didn’t much care for strangers, but were trying to be as hospitable as possible.  I’m not sure why.  Maybe they liked Phoebe.  Or liked Orrysa, who liked Phoebe, which meant they were trying to be nice to me. 

    They reminded me of a traveling carnival.  They lived in wagons, traveled wherever the road took them, and performed their wonders for whoever might pay.  Most of them were musicians, playing together in groups of up to seven.  I don’t think they had any orchestral pieces in the repertoire, but a solo piper passing a hat might make more than a symphony.  Economics rules. 

    The non-musicians were often dancers, and quite good.  Almost everyone was an entertainer of some sort, although a few focused more on crafts.  Every caravan of wagons needs someone who understands how to build wheels. 

    Phoebe and I got the tour and introductions with an eager Orrysa as our guide.  I must have met everyone in the troupe, although I don’t recall more than two or three names.  Orrysa insisted we sit and watch the dancers practice, so we did.  Afterward, I got to meet the troupe’s star performers.  I don’t remember their names, either.  All I really recall of them is the dark hair.  Phoebe’s olive skin was maybe a shade darker than theirs, but still fit right in. 

    I did learn the names of four-year-old Olly and his twin sister, Oella.  They were the ones who grabbed my shins, sat on my feet, and wouldn’t let go.  They giggled a lot, too.  It’s been a long time since Phoebe was small enough to play Oregon Boot, so I let them do it while we continued.  I pretended not to notice them and everyone else, after a significant look, pretended along with me. 

    For Phoebe’s sake, I behaved.  I didn’t say anything beyond “How do you do?”  Phoebe carried the conversation, chattering excitedly with Orrysa while I cast my eyes around the camp. 

    I decided on situational deafness when Orrysa mentioned how glad she was Phoebe could come back.  In context, it sounded as though Phoebe had come to visit before.  I shouldn’t be surprised.  She has the skills for it, and with someone on the other end, it wouldn’t be a blind jump through a momentary gate.  She’s bound to spread her wings and fly.  I wish she’d told me, though. 

    Sometimes, I want to strap her into a padded suit to keep her from banging into anything.  I keep reminding myself she’s not a child.  I have to learn to trust she’s wise enough—or smart enough—to be careful.  No, I have to learn to trust she can take care of herself. 

    No.  I have to learn to trust her. 

    I suck at being a parent. 

    With the introductions made, Orrysa took Phoebe by the hand and hauled her off.  Orrysa’s mother, Orrinda, insinuated her arm around mine. 

    “What do you think of our little band of entertainers?” she inquired.  I shrugged. 

    “I have only a brief glimpse into something much more complex than it appears.  They’re excellent musicians and dancers, certainly.  I have no doubt they’re well-received as entertainers.  Just watching them fool around without actually performing, I know I’m entertained.” 

    “You don’t rush to judgment, do you?” 

    “I try not to, but sometimes a snap decision is the only choice.” 

    “I understand Phoebe waits for your permission to travel with us?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “I’ve heard her play.  She’s not bad.” 

    “I suspect her musical talents are not your primary interest.” 

    “Orrysa tells me Phoebe is an exceptional aram’aspi.” 

    Yep, it was a compound word meaning “one who sees far away.”  A seer, an oracle, a kind of fortune-teller. 

    “I trained her well.” 

    “Would you be so kind as to show me?” 

    “I thought you were an aram’aspi of long standing?” 

    “One can always learn new things.” 

    “Anything in particular?” 

    “I am very interested in how you open a hole between where you are and what you see.” 

    “Ah.  That’s complicated and has almost nothing to do with scrying.  Maybe you should show me what you know.  I’ll add something to it, if I can.” 

    “As you wish.” 

    Her wagon, like all the others, was a boxy thing.  A hanging curtain could close off the forward section.  With all their belongings stacked up front, the back half of the wagon could be their office space for seeing customers in poor weather.  Rods and cloths could form a sort of awning-tent against the back in better weather.  At the moment, the interior was unpacked.  Cushions were everywhere.  I wondered if they had beds or if they curled up like cats on any soft surface.  Maybe hammocks were stowed somewhere. 

    Entering was difficult.  Rather than bring Olly and Oella, I tickled them until they fell off.  This required multiple attempts.  One would let go, recover while I tickled the other, and latch on again.  Orrinda finally had to order them to go back to their mother.  They were not pleased, but they obeyed. 

    Once inside the wagon, Orrinda produced a small chest and withdrew a crystal ball.  After a few passes with her hands, it began to glow. 

    “Touch it,” she suggested.  I laid a fingertip on it and the glow rippled.  “Good.  Now, let me concentrate.”  I withdrew my fingertip and let her work.  She frowned at her crystal and the ripples grew more pronounced.  They shimmered and refracted, breaking into rainbow patterns, shivering like harp-strings.  At last, she relaxed and dabbed perspiration from her brow. 

    “I’m sorry.  I was trying to give you a vision of your birthplace, but it doesn’t seem to want to cooperate.” 

    I could think of at least three reasons it didn’t work, but I didn’t feel like sharing any of them. 

    “Don’t worry about it,” I advised.  “It was instructive simply to watch you try.  You’re quite good.” 

    “Thank you.  How was it instructive?” 

    “Your method is one of many possible methods.  If you want to show a customer something, you’re doing it right.  There is also another way, one costing much less effort, if all you want is to look at something with your inner vision without generating an image for the customer.” 

    “Oh is there?” she inquired, interested. 

    “Here, let me show you this…” 

      

    Phoebe stuck her head into the wagon while Orrinda and I were still talking. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yes?” 

    “Do you want to stick around for dinner?” 

    “I have to go, briefly.  I’ll be back after sundown, though.” 

    “Oh.  Okay.  I’ll tell them not to fix anything special.” 

    “Fair enough.” 

    Phoebe popped back out and Orrinda cocked her head at me, letting a lock of hair fall across one eye. 

    “You will not stay for the evening meal?” 

    “You can’t afford to feed me.” 

    “How do you mean?” 

    I mimicked her tilted-head expression as I thought.  Do I tell her?  It won’t matter to me, but Phoebe mentioned living in my shadow while in Tauta… 

    “You’re aware I’m a well-practiced wizard, yes?” 

    “Clearly.” 

    “My daughter is quite skilled, as well.  She simply doesn’t realize it.” 

    “Oh?  How can she not?” 

    “She compares herself to me.  Does your daughter feel she is your equal?” 

    “No.  I see your point.” 

    “Phoebe wishes to spend time with her friend and to travel with you for a while.  I am not against it, but I have reservations about it.  How safe will she be?” 

    “As safe as anyone else, I suppose.” 

    “You’ll understand how I’m nervous about letting her go off on her own.” 

    “No doubt.  Would you like to take Orrysa in exchange?” 

    “No, but thank you for the offer.  It sets my mind at ease.  I think I will return home, briefly, and attend to matters there.  I should be back a little after sunset.  Phoebe and I will discuss what she’s learned and I may have further questions for you.  But I’m optimistic about letting her travel for a while in good company.” 

    “We look forward to it.” 

    “Now, if you will excuse me?” 

    “Must you go?” she asked, laying a hand gently on my forearm.  I matched her smile.  I’m learning to recognize flirting when I see it.  I’m sure she was flirting.  Pretty sure. 

    “Yes, I’m afraid so,” I told her, patting her hand.  “Phoebe’s request did not come at an ideal time.  I have to make sure things I set in motion haven’t run away with themselves.  I’ll be back shortly.” 

    “You say you will return home.  This is but the work of a moment?” 

    “It takes a minute or three, depending on circumstances.” 

    “May I observe your departure?” 

    I thought about it for a moment.  Would it matter if they knew?  There was the possibility it would be a problem.  Phoebe is the daughter of a powerful wizard, so she makes a good ransom target.  On the other hand, Phoebe is the daughter of a powerful wizard, so she’s a good person to leave alone.  As for Orrinda and her people, I suspected they would strongly prefer goodwill to ransom.  I doubted they would try anything unpleasant.  I was certain they wouldn’t try it twice. 

    “Of course you may observe.” 

    It takes a little time to make a gate connection, even when I use my Ring of Many Gates.  They’re just iridium circles, enchanted to be gate loci, not actually dedicated to anything.  Once I find what I’m looking for, I can then inject a great deal of power into it and transfer it to another locus—a doorway, for example.  If I don’t have a doorway or other opening, I can use a whole lot more power to brute-force a connection by bringing the other end of the gate to me, or I can spend some more time to draw a suitable locus.  It’s far from instantaneous, but with a handy opening to use, it doesn’t take long. 

    I stepped through her wagon’s door.  It closed behind me, hiding Orrinda’s amazed and perplexed expression. 

    There followed temporal shenanigans.  I had a micro-gate ticking off time at home to speed the world of Sofera up, so I had to reverse it.  Then I had to get through a sunset locally, then I had to click the world of Sofera forward a few ticks to get to a sunset there, then set it up so my time-ticker would re-engage when I stepped through again… 

    Scheduling everything around sunrise and sunset is harder than it looks, especially when there are multiple time zones to consider. 

    I arrived via a shift-space—a tall rectangular box of space.  I defined it in one corner of my garage and castled it with an identical space on the road just outside the ring of wagons.  It didn’t even make a popping sound and cost about the same as a step-through gate.  If I’d gone back through Orrinda’s wagon door, I wouldn’t have to brute-force it.  Using brute force to make a shift-space, though, I didn’t suddenly appear in camp—and I didn’t run the risk of cutting someone in two as they went through her door! 

    I walked up to the wagons, waving as I approached, and the guy on sentry duty waved me on in. 

    Note to self: theater people know how to party.  In the future, I need to prepare better for not eating or drinking, because they kept trying to be hospitable.  Having a mug in hand at least let me pretend to have a good reason for not accepting another. 

    I looked at everyone much more intently, now that I had my night-eyes on.  I mingled, making sure to reevaluate everyone I met. 

    Strangely enough, they didn’t have anyone I could regard as a total bastard.  Oh, one was a little greedy, a few were a little less than honest, maybe a couple somewhat weak on the whole idea of treating customers as anything but marks, but mostly decent.  I suspect anyone who proved himself to be a legitimate son of a bitch discovered the hills were wide and green and doubtless had pastures where he would be much happier.  Or would be so informed in no uncertain terms.  These people have to live with each other. 

      

    Later in the evening, after the music was silenced, the fires burned low, and the watches posted, Phoebe and I sat by a pile of embers. 

    “Well, Pop?  What do you think?” 

    “I’m okay with you spending time here, if it’s what you want.” 

    “Really, Pop?” 

    “There are conditions to this extended sleepover with your friend.” 

    “I expected there would be.” 

    “First, you’re going to have a micro-gate alert primed and ready for me.  You will not take it off.  You will not allow it to be taken off.  It’s going to be on you like a Semper Fidelis tattoo on a Marine.  Got it?” 

    “Sure.  Can you tattoo a gate on someone?” 

    “I don’t know and we’re not going to experiment with it today.” 

    “Probably for the best.” 

    “Second, you are going to claim ignorance on a lot of things.  It’s okay if you want to trade spells and whatnot, but don’t do anything beyond their pay grade.” 

    “How do you mean, Pop?” she asked, uncertainly. 

    “If they have a spell for broken bones, that’s fine.  If you want to help them make it more efficient or quicker, also fine.  Do not go on to teach them germ theory, genetics, and a spell for regenerating lost limbs.  This is their world.  Stick to its limitations.” 

    “Stick to their worldview.” 

    “Pretty much.” 

    “Can I teach them new music?” 

    “Sure.  I’m mostly concerned with giving them access to magic that could get them killed—or heretical notions that could be less than endearing to the local power structures.” 

    “I’ll be careful, Pop.” 

    “I hope so.  Their lives may depend on it,” I told her, knowing it would have more impact than mentioning her own life might depend on it.  I stood up and bent down to kiss her on the forehead.  “I’ll get you your alert ring.  Then you can go to bed.” 

    “Here?” 

    “It’s where you want to be, isn’t it?” 

    “You’re awesome, Pop.” 

    “Only in certain ways.” 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Thursday Night 

      

    Time differentials are sometimes extreme, sometimes not.  They tend to level out a little when the time-ticking gate—or gates—are ticking rapidly.  The closer we get to continuous, the closer the ratio is to a one-to-one.  Phoebe’s time-ticker is cycling once a minute.  Some minutes are shorter, some are longer, but they’re always one minute on my side of the gate. 

    I sat in my chair and read a book. 

    Phoebe is off on her own in another world.  She’s with her friend, Orrysa.  She can call home anytime she wants, and she has an emergency signal if things go really bad.  She’s out on her own, to do whatever she wants to do… but she’s also got me, sitting at home, waiting to bail her out. 

    You better believe I have a time-ticker running.  She can have months, even years go by if she wants them.  She’ll come home whenever she feels like it, and I will not have moved from my chair, reading quietly and waiting. 

    No, I don’t usually sit and read while wearing plate armor, two swords, and a negative-space cloak, but the chair was rebuilt to be accommodating and the cloak provides useful extra space. 

    Phoebe called in a half-hour later, my time.  No, she wasn’t interested in coming home, as such, but maybe she could pick up a few things?  I agreed and gave her a sizable chest—more a footlocker, really—with a shift-spell on it.  Thereafter, she put notes in it to request things.  I put the things in the chest.  With the time differential, it keeps me busy.  She keeps calling home for stuff.  I seem recall doing the same thing when I went off to college.  This includes money.  The note read:  “Pop?  Do we have any gold lying around?” 

    A tactful way to ask for cash, I thought.  So I sent through several small sacks of gold bars.  I wasn’t familiar with the local coinage, but gold is gold.  I hoped the local economy didn’t alloy its gold with copper for reasons of economics.  Pure gold would raise eyebrows.  The reverse, a pure-gold economy with alloy-gold introduced, was worse, though.  I sent the pure stuff. 

    Several hours later on my end—about six in the morning—Phoebe’s alert ring went off.  This opens a micro-gate to my Ring of Many Gates, locking the time differential and providing a pathway for me to scry. 

    I popped a scrying sensor through and took a look.  It was nighttime, so that was to the good.  The view was locked on to Phoebe’s vicinity.  I saw the inside of a house, briefly, as my viewpoint moved out of it.  Two men in half-armor, one of them limping, dragged Phoebe outside into the rain.  She was wearing a nightgown I recognized.  It wasn’t bulletproof, but it would reduce a normal sword’s cutting stroke to a bludgeoning one.  Pity she hadn’t enchanted it. 

    Outside the house, the two soldiers plunked her down in a puddle before a clergyman.  He wore dark robes and seemed to be in charge.  The icon he wore was a simple “X” of wood, but it was well-made and polished smooth.  He was as wet as everyone else, but he didn’t seem to notice. 

    One of the soldiers rolled Phoebe onto her back so the rain could patter down on her face.  Maybe it was a good thing she hadn’t enchanted her nightgown.  It stayed wet and muddy instead of self-cleaning in front of a cleric. 

    All right, I was making an assumption about why the cleric was involved.  I don’t feel my reflex assumption was unreasonable. 

    I missed some of their conversation as I headed out to the garage.  Bronze had already changed outfits.  She pawed at the floor as I came in, smoke rising from her ears.  I considered the rafters and realized I couldn’t mount.  She couldn’t even raise her head without being careful about the beams. 

    Note to self:  I need a taller garage.  It’ll happen shortly. 

    I stood next to her as I did a quick search for an open space big enough for a brute-force shift.  We wound up in a small, clear area in the forest beyond her house.  I didn’t want to suddenly appear out of nowhere—not in line of sight.  Knowing my luck, one of the frightened-looking soldiers would instantly knife Phoebe.  Or the priest would scream and thrust his holy symbol at me.  The second would be bad, but the first would be catastrophic. 

    Okay, first look.  There’s a house outside of a small city.  It’s a nice house, considering the world.  It’s presently on fire.  From the behavior of the soldiers—five, maybe?—they’ve set it on fire deliberately.  Most of them are wounded to some degree.  Clearly, they’re recovering their wounded and preparing to ride back to town. 

    There were no wagons.  There were no signs of the galator.  No sign of Orrysa, either.  I hoped she wasn’t in the house, because the fire was bright enough to interfere with my VampVision™.  If Orrysa was inside the house, she was either dead or about to be. 

    Did Phoebe decide to wave goodbye and settle down instead of living in a wagon?  Did something happen to get her kicked out of the troupe?  Or did she not fit in well with them over the long-term? 

    Questions for later.  Right now… 

    Firebrand?  Bronze? 

    One distraction, coming up. 

    A gout of flame roared up the chimney like a reversed lightning stroke.  Bronze’s eyes glowed in the light of it and the horses, all seven of them, screamed as they ran off into the night. 

    That’ll keep ’em busy! Firebrand decided.  Bronze snorted an affirmative. 

    Good work. 

    Bronze and I circled around, intercepting soldiers sent to recover the horses.  The horses could find their way home, I felt sure, but the soldiers were another matter.  I wasn’t completely certain what was going on, but I knew what it looked like.  Still, live soldiers could be made dead.  Dead ones couldn’t be made in live ones.  Let’s not dwell on what befell them on a dark and stormy night.  I threw them over Bronze’s broad rump and I stealthified us as we circled back through the trees.  I wanted to get as close as we could to watch. 

    The remaining soldiers were the most wounded.  The two paying attention to Phoebe were the least damaged of the lot, and they were desperately paying attention to Phoebe.  I’m guessing they surprised her and she fought them.  Poor guys. 

    So, two men were on their feet.  Two more were crawling or staggering away from the house, toward the tableau with the priest.  They weren’t really threats, all things considered. The two standing men were my major concern, followed by the priest.  Phoebe doesn’t like it when I murder people out of hand, and my eyes could see these idiots weren’t evil.  Ignorant and prejudiced, maybe.  Possibly misled. 

    I saw the flare of power inside the house an instant before the mundane effects started.  I’d say her mirror cracked in the heat and the enchantment went to hell.  The screeching reminded me of demonic fingernails on a burning blackboard in some hellish version of a schoolroom, but not nearly as pleasant.  It went right through my head, from one ear to the other, and set my teeth on edge.  It awoke violent impulses and a sincere desire to murder something.  I didn’t like it. 

    Phoebe persuaded them to move farther from the house.  Strangely enough, they agreed.  It’s almost as though they were afraid of it.  No, it’s exactly as though they were afraid of it.  Weird. 

    Well… maybe not. 

    The wounded continued to stagger or crawl toward their priest.  I noticed he wasn’t doing anything for them.  Either he was more concerned with Phoebe or lacked the ability to heal them.  I didn’t see any spectral glow coming from his holy symbol, so maybe it wasn’t his area of expertise.  Maybe it was a cult without an actual patron?  Or was he simply not concentrating?  Or was he a priest only by examination and licensure, without real faith? 

    Bronze and I moved quietly through the woods, keeping as close as cover and stealth spells would allow.  I wanted to have an idea of where they thought they were taking her.  If it was to a cell, I could bust her out before morning.  If it was straight to the stake and the fire, things would get ugly. 

    Boss?  I have Phoebe. 

    At this distance? 

    I can hear her.  She’s got a strong mind. 

    What’s she saying? 

    You won’t believe me.  Your ears are sharp.  Listen. 

    So I paid attention.  I tend to filter out all the background noise, but if I concentrate… 

    “Why do you laugh?” asked the priest. 

    “You remember I spoke of my father?” 

    “Yes?” the cleric replied. 

    “He’s not always a nice man, but he does try.”  She raised her voice a trifle, pitching it to carry.  “And, to give him all due credit, whenever I’ve asked him to be merciful, he’s always—always, and without ever failing me even once!—managed to contain his more murderous impulses.  I’m proud of him for many reasons, but that’s a big one.” 

    I can’t blush at night.  No blood pressure. 

    “And?” the cleric prompted.  “What do the sins of your father have to do with anything?” 

    “You’ve invaded my home, burned it down, and bashed me around.  I’m cold, I’m wet, and I’m pissed off.”  She swiped the inside of her cheek with a finger.  She held her hand so the finger pointed at me.  I saw the blood on her finger run sideways to the tip and fall in a drop.  She smiled, a beautiful and terrible smile.  She kept her voice raised and said, “So, just to be clear, I am not asking him to be merciful.” 

    It’s a very different thing, allowing someone to get killed versus killing him yourself.  I guess she didn’t like having all her stuff torched, much less having her home invaded and burned.  I know she didn’t like it when Chuck forced his way into our house in Shasta, and this was, obviously, much worse.  And, while she takes a beating in practice with stoic good grace, she doesn’t like being beaten. 

    Bronze light-footed her way through the trees, moving away from me with a grace that reminded me of unicorns.  I picked up a rock, tossed it in my hand to get a feel for it, and took careful aim. 

    The priest repeated himself, asking what her statement had to do with anything.  I shot a full-power psychic projection at Phoebe:  Incoming!  As I did so, I wrapped a tendril around the rock for additional guidance.  I used the rock to interrupt the priest’s rhetoric. 

    I might have managed to close with him before could aim a holy symbol at me, but why risk a close approach to a potential divine manifestation? 

    I didn’t get him squarely in the chest like I planned, but a rock the size of my fist hit him high on the right, crunching through one arm of his holy symbol, a bit of ribcage, a lung, and out through a shoulderblade. 

    I was this close to a supersonic crack.  Dang. 

    Phoebe, given an instant’s warning, immediately acted against the guy holding a knife on her.  She twisted aside, away from the priest as she went for control of the knife.  True, he was wired and ready, but having a hunk of priest blow out before one’s eyes tends to distract even the best.  Instead of instantly knifing Phoebe in the neck, he froze for that fraction of a second. Phoebe went from helpless prisoner to credible threat in an eyeblink. 

    His partner, less tense, stared at the collapsing ruin of a dying priest for over a second before he turned to the struggle and raised his cudgel to settle it.  One of the more-wounded sort, still approaching slowly, drew his club, but I suspect it was mostly defensive on his part.  He didn’t try to limp any closer.  The other wounded guy simply lay there, groaning, curled up in a ball.  I think he decided he was far enough away from the burning building and from anything else so he could go back to being miserable.  If something killed him, he wouldn’t have minded. 

    Bronze and Firebrand provided a new distraction.  A dozen yards away, she emerged from the trees to stand in the road.  She reared, screaming, and blew more fire skyward than the house did, illuminating everything for a hundred yards.  Firebrand manipulated the flames into a gigantic, dragon-like shape, complete with spreading wings and breathing fire. 

    Nice! 

    Thanks, Boss.  I’m proud of it. 

    The guy with the knife kept his attention fixed on Phoebe, exactly where it belonged.  I get the feeling he would have ignored lava flows and flash floods.  Whatever Phoebe did to earn that kind of single-minded attention and terror, I was proud of her. 

    The two of them were now on the ground.  He still had his hand in her hair and wasn’t about to let go.  Phoebe, on the other hand, had one hand on the knife to control it while her other arm pounded her elbow into his freshly-broken ribs.  I didn’t hear the crack, but she wasn’t holding back.  I was more impressed at his ability to stay focused when she brought a knee into his crotch.  Whatever they paid the guy, it wasn’t enough.  He deserved a raise. 

    The cudgel-wielder, being less immediately threatened, glanced in Bronze’s direction, attempting to identify and evaluate a new potential threat.  She walked slowly along the muddy road, snorting fire and trailing long streamers of blue-green lightning with every hoofprint. 

    This meant he wasn’t looking in my direction. 

    I shoved the ground backward and the world moved toward me.  Everybody got a lot closer.  I went right past the guy with the knife and stepped through his head in the process.  Because I was traveling in a straight line, I couldn’t get Cudgel Man.  There were two wounded, though, Cudgel Boy and Groin Strain, in my direct path.  I used the standing wounded guy—Cudgel Boy—to help slow down.  Since I wasn’t doing anything funny with my momentum, he got it all, which is similar to being hit by a car.  I took it better than he did, and I regenerate. 

    Mr. Groin Strain wasn’t really a threat, I suppose, but he was clearly in great pain.  I figured I should at least put him out of his misery.  I kicked him back toward the burning house.  Well, I kicked most of him.  Bits came off, but he wasn’t in pain anymore. 

    Phoebe, no longer threatened with a knife, rolled aside and to her feet.  Cudgel Man recovered his wits with commendable speed and immediately fell back, waving the club back and forth as he tried to disengage.  Phoebe smiled at him and advanced, hands held out threateningly.  Bronze stomped forward, still dividing his attention. 

    I came up behind him like a flicker of shadow solidifying in the dark.  I broke his neck with a sharp blow and looked around for anyone I might have missed. 

    “I think you got ’em all, Pop,” Phoebe offered, relaxing. 

    “Just making sure.” 

    Something cut loose inside the house and the roof lifted a bit.  The flames coming out all the windows started coming through fresh gaps between the wooden shingles. 

    “Mind telling me what’s going on?” I asked.  Bronze trotted over and nuzzled Phoebe.  Phoebe stroked her nose and rubbed one cheek against Bronze’s cheek. 

    “I decided to settle down,” she replied.  I looked at the former house.  It might be better described as a fully-involved structure fire.  Given an hour, I suspect it might be best described as a stone chimney surrounded by ashes. 

    “Enjoying a quiet life in the country?” I asked. 

    “I was.” 

    “What about traveling with Orrysa and her troupe?” 

    “I did that.  I stayed with them for a while, but living with a circus isn’t… It’s not really my taste, Pop.  I like having a bed—a real bed.  I like having a room of my own, too.  It was fun for the first few weeks and a couple of towns, though.  But, if I’m honest, I’m not as good a musician as they are, and the life they live… well, it wore on me after a while.  So I bought a house.” 

    “That was where the gold went?” 

    “Mostly.  A bag or two went to the troupe.  They were very nice to me.  The rest of the money… I had carpenters put in additions to the house I bought.”  She grinned.  “I used a few of your spells to help it along, too.  I got tired of the roof leaking.  And the fireplace smoking.  And the shutters being drafty.” 

    As if the mention of spells reminded her, she paused to gesture and mutter a few words. Her mud and water started to drain.  The top of her head was clean and dry. The clean spread downward as the spell progressed.  I made an arching gesture and the rain stopped falling on her. 

    “I get the idea,” I told her.  I waited until she finished her spell.  “And?” I prompted. 

    “And I opened up for business as a doctor.  I figure I know more about anatomy and biology than most people do even in a technological world, much less in Sofera, and I’m confident my training in healing magic is exceptional.  It worked out.” 

    “Did it?” 

    “Well…” she trailed off, eyeing the fiery ruin.  “Mostly.  For a while.” 

    “So I see.  How about we go back to Swisher and continue the discussion there?” 

    “I thought you’d never ask.” 

    Bronze kept her head down and I shifted us all back to the garage.  Phoebe and I went inside.  She still had things in her closet, so she changed clothes.  I did, too.  Firebrand resumed its place in the chimney. 

    “What happened?” I asked, finally, once we were settled in the living room.  She had her hair in a towel and a big, fluffy robe around everything else.  I provided a big mug of steaming-hot tea. 

    “I opened up shop as a doctor.  Nobody seemed to mind.  A lot of people came out for cures.  Did you know pneumonia can be caused by all sorts of infections?” 

    “Yes.  And you cured them.” 

    “Of course I did.  No house calls, but if you can load your injured friend on a cart and wheel them out to see me, I’ll do what I can.  People seemed eager enough to get decent medical care.  I also corrected a few superstitions about medicine.  You don’t use leeches for disease.  Not for most of them, anyway.  Trepanning doesn’t let the demons out.  Powdered frog tongue under a bandage doesn’t cure warts.  Stuff like that.” 

    “Powdered frog tongue?” 

    “It’s actually a mix of dried frog tongue, ground into a powder, mixed with bay leaves and salt.  Add a little water, mix it into a paste, slap it on the wart, and put a bandage over it as a poultice.  Don’t ask me where they got the idea.  I don’t know.” 

    “How long were you at this?” 

    “Oh, maybe a year.  A little more.  It was fun.  I enjoyed being a doctor.” 

    A year.  Spend the night at a friend’s house.  For a year.  Have a sleepover.  For a year.  Typical parents don’t get shocks like this, do they? 

    Whoa.  This must be how other people feel when I do something weird.  Leisel, for example.  I’m gone a year and it turns out to be seventeen for me.  From her perspective, it’s outright peculiar.  Now that I’ve been on the receiving end… Yeah, now I get it.  No wonder people look at me funny. 

    Still, I’m surprised Phoebe didn’t call home more often.  Or should I be surprised?  I raised her to be competent and independent.  And she is still a teenager.  She has a bad habit of not calling to check in.  She’s had sleepovers at friends’ houses before, and we’ve been a bit uncertain about what time she comes home.  This is the first time we’ve thrown a time differential into the mix. 

    See what happens when you let them leave the house? 

    “You were enjoying it until recently, I take it.” 

    “I don’t know what happened,” she admitted.  “The local religions didn’t seem to have a problem with me.  Nobody came around to tell me to stop doing miracles reserved for their god.  Nobody even threatened me.  Everyone I met seemed pleased to see me.  I thought I was well-liked!” 

    “You probably were.  Religions get nervous when people turn to secular powers.  It’s been a thing all through the Earth timelines, where religion and science keep clashing.  Religion marks its territory and science keeps encroaching.  In magical worlds, I’m sure something similar happens.” 

    “Maybe so, Pop, but these jokers showed up out of the blue, bashed in the door, and started waving clubs and knives at me!” 

    “I’m pretty well caught up after that.  Any idea who the priest was?” 

    “Nope.  Never saw him before.  Well…” she added, trailing off.  “I might have, at a distance.  We’ve never been introduced, that much I’m sure about.” 

    “Okay.  What’s the plan, now?” 

    “Uhm,” she began, looking uncertain.  “I’m not sure.” 

    “Can you go back?” 

    “Oh, no.  No, I don’t think so.” 

    “I’m sure Orrysa would be glad to see you.” 

    “I’ll call her—dang!  Can I borrow your mirror, Pop?” 

    “Sure.  But I still want to know what you plan.  Your house is a smoking ruin and the local clergy have it in for you.  If you’re not going back to Sofera, what are your plans?” 

    “I was kinda hoping I could stay here?” she suggested, worrying the ends of her robe’s belt.  “Just until I can find someplace else?” 

    “I don’t see why not.  I have a room especially for you.” 

    “The shed out back?” 

    “That’s some kid’s playhouse.  I’m letting vines and undergrowth hide it from the house so it’s easier to ignore.  No, you have your room.  It’s a bit short on material goods, but we’ll fix that.  You’ve only been gone for, what?  One day?” 

    She blinked at me for a bit, processing the time differential.  Her mouth didn’t fall open, but it teetered on the edge. 

    “One day?” 

    “It was just a sleepover.  To me.” 

    “You mean it, Pop?  I can stay?” 

    “I don’t understand the question.” 

    “I thought… I mean, I guess I assumed I moved out?” 

    “I hadn’t noticed.  And if you did, so what?” 

    “Doesn’t that mean I have to ask to come home?” 

    “If you have to ask, it isn’t home.  Now go to bed.  You’ve had a difficult night.” 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Friday, April 11th, 1952 

      

    I went into Swisher for groceries.  The grocer raised his bushy eyebrows when I wheeled my cart up, but he rang my purchases through.  A lot of groceries go through my kitchen in an attempt to stave off the inevitable. 

    Bronze drove me back in the truck—she doesn’t fully trust my driving anymore—and I put things away.  Phoebe was in my workroom, but wasn’t using the mirror when I knocked and stuck my head in. 

    “I’m going car shopping again with Bronze.  Do you want to come this time?” 

    “No, but thanks.  I’m working out a spell for my armor.” 

    “Oh?  Want help?” 

    “I think I’d rather fight with it.” 

    “Suit yourself.  If we finally find her a car, we’ll be back for you.  We’ll need an obvious second driver.” 

    “Oh?  Oh, right.  Happy to, Pop.” 

    Bronze and I headed into Cedar Rapids this time and looked for a car dealership.  We cruised past the lot a couple of times to let Bronze look the cars over.  She didn’t particularly like anything she saw, so we turned around and headed through North Liberty, Coralville, and Iowa City to look for more cars. 

    1952 wasn’t a good year for styling.  Not according to her.  The Cadillac wasn’t so bad, but it was still the big-nose, wraparound-bumper, headlights-on-shoulders look.  They weren’t even doing rear fins, yet.  It was a lot of steel and chrome, which she appreciated, but the body styling didn’t appeal to her at all. 

    “We’re seven years earlier in an alternate timeline,” I pointed out.  “They may not even develop the same styling patterns here.” 

    Bronze felt this was annoying.  Would it be unreasonable to have a foreign car?  Could we have something from England?  Or Europe? 

    “I don’t see why not.” 

    Then, if we can have foreign vehicles, perhaps we could have something from another universe and claim is was from another country?  If it wasn’t too outré, of course. 

    “I see how you are.  All right, what do you have in mind?” 

    To show me, we had to go back to the house and the enhanced magical environment.  She suggested a screw taken out of the mounting of a side-mirror could provide a spot for a micro-gate.  Then she could find exactly what she wanted.  Or, rather, what she would like best among the things likely to be accepted as merely “foreign,” rather than “alien.” 

    I disapproved of the improvised scrying gate.  Instead, I mounted a tiny iridium ring-gate on the back of the central rear-view mirror.  I put a scrying spell on the mirror, too.  They aren’t integral to the truck.  They’re magical accoutrements, like me wearing a magic ring or my amulet. 

    As for the car-shopping, I wasn’t too concerned with the details of the styling.  She would rearrange things to suit herself and to blend in.  The real changes would be inside the car.  Bodywork would be the least weird thing, but the most obvious.  I could wheel in a steel block and she could gradually turn it into a car, but it would take enormous amounts of power, not to mention months, maybe a year.  The closer it was to what she wanted in the first place, the less time and effort it would take. 

    The one she chose for her starting point was a Jaguar Mk X, a rather stylish piece of work.  Since buying a car was most of my To-Do List for the day, we worked over the garage a bit more, setting it up for car delivery.  I already had a spell slowly stretching the place vertically, but now we needed a new arrival point for a car.  I started an expansion on both sides, as well.  It would decrease the space for additional rooms on the house, but I didn’t see a great need for any. 

    As for the car she picked, I went to the timeline she had on her mirror, walked onto the car lot, bought the thing, and drove it away.  Shortly thereafter—well, after some space-defining spells and a shifting spell—it was parked in the garage and Bronze was wearing it. 

    I debated buying several drums of fuel locally, but decided against it.  Instead, I got out a jeweler’s loupe and an engraving tool.  If I can wear a magic ring, why can’t Bronze wear a magic fuel cap?  She’s not like Diogenes.  Diogenes didn’t have a will of his own or an imagination.  He has—will have—algorithms.  Bronze, on the other hand, knows what she wants and can command a gate.  If she tells a small gate to find a large quantity of high-octane unleaded, it will.  Open the gate, let fuel pour in, close the gate.  In a high-magic environment, such as the garage, I didn’t see any reason it wouldn’t work. 

    By golly, it did work!  It’s moderately expensive in magical terms—even moreso, I imagine, if we’re not in a universe with handy gasoline reserves.  If she’s parked in the garage, though, the gate can draw on the ambient power inside the house’s containment dome.  Bronze can even power it with  her own vital force, but it’s a losing proposition.  She uses the fuel to produce energy to power herself, but getting a full tank of fuel can’t pay for the gate. 

    Or can it?  Maybe we haven’t found a fuel source under enough pressure.  It’s a question of how much fuel per second flows through the gate.  What’s the maximum rate of flow?  There’s a math problem.  We probably need to target a brute-force gate at the bottom of a major fuel storage tank, or in a tanker ship, or a pipeline. 

    Or does it need to be a brute-force gate?  Can we target some smaller pipe or outlet from the inside of the tank?  We can use that as the locus for the intake side of the gate to make this prototype refueling technique much less expensive. 

    Regardless, I took apart the filler cap, plated it with orichalcum, and added several small power crystals.  Dedicated gate power for emergencies! 

    I also loaded the trunk with several ingots of metals and rigged an external exhaust hose for the garage.  She was going to run the engine as well as suck up a lot of the technomagical generator’s output for a while, tailoring the car to suit her.  Even when she finished putting an orichalcum alternator under the hood, it was going to be a power-intensive project.  She was nice enough to wait until the house spells were almost entirely down to routine, though.  She’s thoughtful like that. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Saturday, April 12th, 1952 

      

    “Pop, I think I found my new world.” 

    I looked up from the hole in the floor.  I was stacking concrete blocks to get a head start on forming the stairs.  The basement—if I can call it that—was barely six feet deep, but now it occupied most of the house’s footprint.  Stone pillars underpinned the house itself and were growing downward faster than the dirt could move out of the way.  They were temporary, though.  When the basement was deep enough, I would divide the basement area with at least one load-bearing wall, then add vaulting. 

    “Have you, now?” I replied.  “Do I get to see?” 

    “Of course!”  She offered me a hand up and I let her help me.  She knows how much I weigh, so she grunted and heaved and was actually helpful. 

    We went upstairs and she shoved things off a heavy, wooden chest so I could sit down.  She seated herself in her swivel chair and made passes at the standing mirror.  It was her new mirror.  She put spells on it, but hadn’t actually enchanted it.  I provided the hard part:  the micro-gate installation.  The reflections in the mirror rippled and opened up into a view. 

    First impressions.  Electric lights everywhere.  Cars all over the streets, but moving rapidly.  Pedestrians all over the sidewalks.  Construction here and there, renovating a building or a building front.  A tower crane on a high-rise.  Earpieces as mobile phones, but plenty of screen-based handhelds, too.  Old buildings, grey and brown, contrasting with newer, glassy skyscrapers.  Bright clothes, garish colors.  A few small trees standing like lampposts from a bygone era in a forest of stone and steel. 

    The technology could have been anywhere from my 2020 to 2050.  There was water in the distance, but I couldn’t guess what sort.  City skylines vary somewhat from alternate timeline to alternate timeline.  Still, the technology wasn’t too surprising.  She enjoys high technology, but recognizes the inherent dangers.  A century after the 1950’s, though, would be exciting and fun for her, especially after her quasi-medieval camping trip. 

    “I confess I don’t know where this is.” 

    “New York.” 

    “Could be worse,” I temporized.  “At least it isn’t Las Vegas.” 

    “What’s wrong with Las Vegas?” 

    “It usually has the second-highest vampire ratio in the country.” 

    “What’s the first?” 

    “Generally?  A little town in California you’ve never heard of, so let’s leave it at that.  Why New York?” 

    “It’s big enough to have everything.  It’s got transportation by air, sea, and land.  I can get to another country quickly if I want to.  It’s got culture and art, as well as a busy, bustling, energetic quality.  The locals are big on human rights and, therefore, I’m less likely to be subjected to random clerical attacks.” 

    “’Less,’” I repeated. 

    “I know.  Less likely doesn’t mean I won’t, only that I can complain more effectively.  I also like this place because it’s pretty green.” 

    “Green?”  I glanced at the mirror.  The trees in view were not inspiring. 

    “As in environmental,” she supplied.  “Renewable energy and suchlike.  This isn’t the best view.  Let me get the sensor closer to a skyscraper.” 

    “No, I think I get it.  Let me look around a bit.” 

    Now that I looked for it, there were a number of little things.  Many of the vehicles were obviously electric.  The road had different-textured stripes I didn’t recognize.  Induction strips, to power the cars as they drove along?  Or just to charge them when they parked?  There were still parking meters, but most of them had a power plug.  The air was surprisingly clear for a big city.  The smog was almost unnoticeable.  Rooftops were often covered in heliostat solar panels.  A few also had tall, omnidirectional windmills on the corners. 

    The twin towers of the World Trade Center were a bit different.  First of all, they were still there.  These had a mechanism dominating each roof, but it was hard to tell what the things were.  The top floors, though, were definitely not office space.  Wind turbines, maybe, to take advantage of the higher elevation? 

    Someone went all-out with the green energy incentives, it seems.  There might be a reason these things were practical or necessary—a reason not easily seen through a mirror.  It could be as simple as a new, cheap way to produce high-efficiency solar panels.  It could be as complex as a government program, complete with kickbacks. 

    Sometimes I feel like an alien looking down at Earth and trying to understand the place.  All I’ve got to work with is a telescope and various radio transmissions.  I have the advantage of having a general understanding of human cultures, but I worry it might only serve to make me overconfident. 

    Looking at this would-be residence, I had misgivings.  There was a lot more information to be had and I wanted it.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t my project.  Therefore… 

    “All right.  You like the place.  Is this where you want to live?” 

    “I think so.  I’m not sure, since I haven’t tried living there.” 

    “A fair point.  Let’s consider what you need to give it a solid try.” 

    We got down to the planning stages and started preparations in earnest. 

      

    Zeno now has a definite world as his target.  His communications gate is set for Phoebe’s Earth—the original, not the timeline branch she’s locked onto.  This causes him to access a whole new branch, but one indistinguishable from Phoebe’s.  I’m letting Zeno run through a few practice laps before he starts in on the real work.  According to him, there’s a ninety-eight percent probability—98.462, to be precise—he’ll be able to create and maintain identities within cyberspace and remain undetected.  He promises to raise this percentage after the practice runs. 

    I miss Diogenes.  At least he didn’t sound so annoyingly happy all the time.  If we played chess, Zeno would beat me, I’m sure, and sound cheerfully apologetic every time.  I’ve double-checked the settings and even asked Zeno to tone it down, so this is about as low as it goes… and he’s still so upbeat he could do the minute waltz in thirty seconds. 

    I don’t know if Phoebe is going to like him or not.  He certainly isn’t growing on me. 

    

  


   
    Phoebe’s World 

      

    Zeno is running two projects at once.  He accesses the original timeline, creating a branch, and tests his ideas before trying it in Phoebe’s branch.  This gives him a head start on any repercussions or blowback.  This doesn’t tell him for certain what the exact response to his activities will be, but he gets a good idea. 

    His other project is running in real-time.  Phoebe and I both need identities.  Hers has to be rock-bottomed and copper-clad.  She’s going to live there, after all.  Mine just needs to be good enough to get by as a visitor.  Most of what I want to do is either a cash transaction or a midnight snack, but occasionally it would be nice to use a credit card or something similar.  Phoebe has to be able to present identification for tax reasons, school registration, and traffic tickets. 

    If he were still at my place, it would cost several times the magical power for all the micro-gates he’s got running—a couple for local stuff in Phoebe’s branch, then several more in other branches off the main timeline where he’s testing his tactics.  Zeno is now Phoebe’s computer, sitting on her desk in her condo.  The local gates are dedicated micro-gates within the same universe.  I put the physical rings of these three inside major communications hubs.  As unlikely as it is Zeno will make sufficient mistakes to be traced, I still want any trace to go somewhere else.  In this case, Dubai, Oslo, and Moscow.  The extra-universal gates are pretty much the same, but they take the lion’s share of the electromagical transformer built into his desktop docking station.  Keeping Zeno’s battery charged doesn’t take much, so that outlet is pretty much devoted to communications. 

    He’s also clear on the concept of pretending to be a standard laptop if anyone is physically present in the room.  I went over this several times. 

    Phoebe is delighted with her new place.  I think it’s rather stark, but she picked out the black and chrome motif herself.  She selected things in the furniture store and several large, sweaty men delivered it.  It’s almost depressing, really.  Everything is made of enameled steel, tempered glass, or glossy leather—even the couch. 

    I’m going to rant for a second. 

    I hate the couch.  It’s made of leather-covered marshmallow.  It feels… gooey.  I sink into it like a bowling ball in whipped cream.  There are springs in there, but after sinking through five fathoms of foam, how do I tell?  Normal people probably can’t.  Then again, normal people won’t sink into it as far.  I still don’t see how it’s comfortable for anyone.  Maybe it’s there purely for the aesthetic.  Maybe it’s a burglar trap.  Or a vampire trap.  Maybe they worked out a deal where it gets to eat anyone foolish enough to sit on it.  I hate the couch. 

    End of rant.  Sorry about that. 

    Still, the look of the place is undeniably elegant.  I can’t see a frat party going on here, but I can see cocktails and martinis and ladies in evening gowns.  And there are splashes of color about the place.  A couple of pretty rocks—geodes or large crystals, obviously—and a few paintings.  Maybe I misjudge her taste.  The stark look points up the colors, emphasizes them.  I’m still not sure I like it, but maybe I’m being too quick to judge.  I’ve been working on my tendency to make snap judgments.  Being a parent has been good for that, at least. 

    I will still bet hard money her bedroom is a mess before the week is out. 

    Other than some questionable décor, it’s a nice place.  It’s in the Madison Building, between Madison Square Park and Gramercy Park.  I think this puts it in the Flatiron District, but I’m not a New Yorker. It has access to the subway, lots of shops in the building and nearby, and underground parking. 

    The subway access is inside the building.  From what Zeno tells me, they’ve been upgrading the public transportation system, especially the subway, for the past thirty years.  It’s been expanded, extended, rerouted, upgraded, modernized.  There are trains, but there are also pedestrian tunnels with slidewalks, too.  I think they hoped to decongest the streets a bit.  From an aerial view, I’d say it helped.  

    Phoebe did most of the sorting and settling in her new digs.  Zeno and I did the financial thing.  There’s a lot that goes into handing someone a debit card. 

    “You remember how these work?” 

    “Of course.  How much is in the account?” 

    “Since you’re living in your father’s condo while he’s in Europe—or elsewhere on business—you have an allowance.  I’ve got other resources devoted to auto-payment of the mundane things—rent, utilities, and the like.  You buy food, fuel, and whatever else you may require.  If you need more, call me.” 

    “Why the allowance?” 

    “Because you’re now dealing with money independently, and in a technological society, which is a very different thing from bartering gold bullion in a medieval setting.  Don’t get me wrong.  It was a valuable learning experience.  Here, there are entirely too many ways for others to monitor your money.  More important at this point, however, is you have to learn to budget and to consider the opportunity cost.” 

    “Opportunity cost?” 

    “It used to be ‘Hey, Pop, can I have this thing?’ and if it was from the local world you generally got the thing.  Now you’re learning how to spend and manage money on your own—and you could, potentially, run out of spending money.  I’m not chucking you in the deep end of finance management.  This is the training wheels section.” 

    “How hard can it be?” 

    “Ever heard of Ramen Noodles?” 

    “Yes.  They’re… they’re like cup-o-soup, but they’re a Japanese instant noodle thing, right?” 

    “Close enough.  There’s a little store a block away that sells them.” 

    “And…?” 

    “And you’re always welcome to come home for dinner.” 

    “I don’t get it.” 

    “You will.  Now, what do you think of the car?” 

    “It’s kinda small,” she admitted. 

    “Bronze picked it,” I pointed out.  Bronze decided on a Renault Nine Turbo, a four-wheel-drive rally car disguised as a hatchback.  I was thinking along the lines of a tiny, two-person electric car, but I’m not foolish enough to argue with Bronze.  I don’t recall the last time I won an argument with her.  “Do you need a big car?  Or will this be enough to get you around town?  Assuming you don’t take the subway, bus, and whatever else.” 

    “I think so.  Can I drive, here?” 

    “The traffic laws are pretty standard.  I’d be careful, though.  You’re not used to the lunatic traffic in this time and place.” 

    “I’ve seen.  I’ll be careful.  What I was asking was about my age.  My paperwork says I’m only eighteen.  I’m old enough to drive, but not to drink?” 

    “Sweetheart, if you want to go clubbing, I’ll go with you.  We’ll get you a salon makeup job and another fake ID in nothing flat.  But I’ll be in the club in my black suit, wearing an earpiece and mirrorshades, and I’ll be carrying a both a gun and a license for it.  Think about that.  Think about why.” 

    “It’s a new, complicated world and I don’t understand all the social cues?” 

    “That’s an excellent reason,” I agreed.  She cocked her head slightly. 

    “How about the fact you don’t trust people, Pop?” 

    “Partly.  The real reason is, despite my best efforts, you still do.” 

    “You trust me,” she pointed out. 

    “Only because I know you.  It’s another case of person versus people.” 

    “Hm.” 

    “Speaking of not trusting people, the closet in your second bedroom—I presume you’ve made the second bedroom your work area?” 

    “Yup!” 

    “Good.  I’ll set the closet for Iowa.  You don’t have to use it, but you can drop in anytime.  Just think of me as a next-door neighbor, just down the hall—a very short, closet-sized hallway.” 

    “I like it.” 

    “Good.  And have you looked at the parking under the building?” 

    “Sure.  Why?” 

    “You’ll have noticed the parking spaces are separated by pillars and metal lattices, making them box-shaped?” 

    “Ooo!  You’re going to shift-box the parking spot?” 

    “Bronze may want to visit,” I agreed.  “You may go down there and find her waiting, either in her car or in yours.” 

    “Pop.  It’s her car.  I might drive it if she’s not wearing it, but any care we have is hers.  You know it as well as I do.” 

    “I admit it.  Now, last thing, then I’m going to let you get on with living in the big city.  Your mirror.” 

    “Thank you for all the help with it.” 

    “You’re welcome.  I noticed you’ve worked on the frame.”  She blushed. 

    “I meant to tell you about it.” 

    “Go on.” 

    “I’ve been working on it as a gate reference.  I haven’t quite got a gate spell down, but the spell on the frame will take a transfer from the micro-gate ring, no trouble.  My first version was how I got back and forth to visit Velina and Orrysa… I mean, Velina or Orrysa.” 

    “You’ve been visiting Tauta?” 

    “Well, duh.” 

    “Without telling me?” 

    “Um.  I meant to…” 

    “…and it slipped your mind.  I see you’ve moved out of the house just in time, then.” 

    “I’m really sorry, Pop.  I didn’t think it would be a big deal to visit places I already know.  Or places where they already know me.” 

    “Perhaps you’re right.  Maybe I’m being overprotective again.  I do that.” 

    “I know,” she told me, and hugged me.  “Thanks for being overprotective, Pop.  And for suppressing it.” 

    “I do my best.” 

    “So you were saying about the mirror?” she asked, stepping back. 

    “I noticed what you’ve done to it, so I upgraded it a trifle.  Go look.”  She did so and grinned at me. 

    “You mounted a power crystal on the back of it?” 

    “Yes.  You’re working on your own gate spells.  They take a lot of oomph.  So here’s something to help you with the oomph portion.  Besides, you may need to use it as an emergency escape gate.” 

    “Pop… do I need an emergency escape gate up here?  I’ve got the closet, I’m way above any flood, there are no earthquakes here, and the building’s security is pretty good.  I think you’re being overcautious again.” 

    “What else could go wrong and make you need to dive through a gate?” 

    “I don’t know.” 

    “There’s the reason you have it.  But the closet should be fine for routine use.  Although I’ll have to figure out how to set it up to transfer based on doggie doors after I install them.” 

    “Doggie doors?” 

    “How else is Gus going to come visit?  He can’t live here.” 

    “They don’t allow Gus?” she asked, aghast. 

    “Do you have any idea how few places allow dogs over twenty-five pounds?” 

    “But it’s Gus!” 

    “They have a strict pet policy.” 

    “But—but—but it’s Gus!” 

    “He’s huge, Phoebe.  Over a hundred and fifty pounds of dog and another twenty pounds of fur?  He needs space to run around and the hallways are unacceptable.  He needs my backyard.” 

    Phoebe, just getting warmed up about her indignation, suddenly stopped.  She looked thoughtful, then resentful, then stubborn, then thoughtful again. 

    “He’ll be able to come and go?” 

    “Like he was going through a doggie door at home.  Well, two doggie doors—one out of my house and one into yours. Although an unstable time differential may mean he’s gone longer than you like, at times.” 

    “Well…” she mused, not liking it and slowly coming to terms with it.  She sighed.  “Oh, all right.  I can always call on the mirror and whistle for him,” she decided. 

    I accepted this, knowing it meant she didn’t intend to come home often. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Friday, April 18th, 1952 

      

    Phoebe and I didn’t have class this morning.  She’s living at her place and I have no one to teach, no one to practice with.  I fed Gus and myself, played with him for a bit as we roamed around the property, and I decided to get a fence put in.  I didn’t really need a fence, but it would be a good property marker.  It’s handy when someone gets themselves shot on your property.  They can’t say “Oh, I didn’t know it was private property.  I was just out for a walk in the woods!”  Assuming they can say anything at all, of course. 

    Gus decided to visit Phoebe.  I have a doggie door into a closet.  It works.  Of course, it only works if the closet doors are both shut, on both ends of the shift.  But Gus’s door is a spring-loaded swinging door, so it can also trigger the shift. 

    Gus came back almost immediately.  Phoebe was out. 

    Without Phoebe around the house, I don’t have a lot to do.  Oh, there are things I need to do.  Basement.  Voidstations.  Research.  Granted.  It doesn’t feel as though I have anything pressing.  I don’t know what I’m waiting for.  I could be setting up an angel trap.  I could be conducting experiments involving binding celestial entities in physical bodies.  I could be firebombing whatever city passes for Dresden in the holy jihad of the Temples in Tauta.  I could be doing any number of things. 

    I think my major holdup is still Phoebe, though.  I can’t start long-term projects—or things that might very well be long-term projects, or things that might last the rest of my sharply-abbreviated life—until I know Phoebe is settled.  It would be… inconvenient?  To her, anyway… to be in the middle of firebombing Tassarian cities and find Phoebe needs me to help her escape a coven of highly-offended witches. 

    I’ve been working on developing a higher level of patience.  I think I’ve improved quite a lot, actually.  Not that it would require much improvement to be noticeable, and there are still things for which my patience is thin enough to breathe through, but even a little improvement is still improvement.  I get credit for that, don’t I? 

    I had time, I decided, so I waited.  My house spells were set up and running, so I found myself sitting in my recliner, reading a book on angels and penciling notes in the margins, while Gus lay on my left foot and occasionally asked for skritches.  He loves my fingernails. 

    It was a quiet day.  Nobody drove all the way out here to knock on my door.  Nobody tried to burn down the house.  Nothing exploded.  No busybodies tried to peek in the windows.  Phoebe didn’t call. 

    It was a very quiet day. 

    I don’t know what’s wrong with me.  Something feels off.  It’s like I’m waiting for something.  Phoebe?  Probably.  I’ve always tried to set things up so she can make her own way if anything happens to me, while doing my best to avoid the necessity.  Now she’s really in a position to not have me around.  Am I waiting to see if she needs me?  Or am I simply not equipped to deal with my daughter moving out?  This is the second time she’s left home.  The first was meant to be temporary and this one might wind up the same, but she doesn’t seem to need to come home. 

    Isn’t this what I was shooting for?  Taking in a soulless infant and raising her to be a functional human being?  Is this where I shout, “Huzzah!  Success!”? 

    Maybe I’m getting old.  Sure, I’m immortal, but I’m old.  It’s a quality of spirit, or a state of mind, not merely a function of biology. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Wednesday, April 30th, 1952 

      

    It’s been weeks since I’ve heard from Phoebe.  Well, I take it back.  She’s called on the mirror, happy to see me and Gus, but she hasn’t come to visit.  The two worlds seem to be pretty even on the time differential front.  One skips ahead, then the other catches up, and everything evens out.  Maybe I should set up a permanent micro-gate link to make sure it doesn’t slip too far.  Or maybe I should start a low-grade time-ticker to speed up her world so I can wait faster.  Logically, that would be the thing to do.  Emotionally, it feels like cheating, somehow. 

    It’s hard not to peek in and see how she’s doing.  I still want to, but I won’t.  It’s not my business what she does with her time.  I had to explain this to my altar ego. 

    Early on in my empty house, I realized a distraction was in order, so I asked him to help with my non-branching scrying project.  While the Dustpan was running, we were also communicating psychically.  Some of the concepts do not lend themselves well to word.  Aloud, he wondered about Phoebe and I told him what was going on. 

    “Should she be out on her own?  I mean, she’s only eighteen and in New York.” 

    “Eighteen or thirty, it doesn’t matter. I don’t like it either,” I admitted, locking my teeth, “but there are a lot of things about raising a child I don’t like.  Letting her go is one of them.” 

    “Yeah, but New York?” 

    “I’ve taught her to be cautious and to be smart,” I told him, trying to keep a grip on my own anxieties.  “I hope I’ve helped her learn to be wise, but I can’t teach what I don’t know.  If anything goes wrong, she can come home and I’ll do my best to fix it.  At worst, she has an alarm and I’ll come running if it goes off.” 

    “Yeah, but New York?” 

    “Stop talking!” 

    “Ah.  Right.”  He dropped the subject like week-old fish.  “So, what have we discovered about universes?” 

    “Earth timelines are different,” I answered, delighted to talk about anything else.  “Getting energy from a dynamo farm isn’t sufficient to maintain a timeline branch.  A gate connection of any sort at least refreshes the timeline enough to keep it from decaying.  And, after experiments with full-sized gates instead of scrying-portal micro-gates, the size of the gate seems to play some role in how long a world survives.  How long the gate is open also seems to be a factor in a branching timeline’s duration.  I’m guessing there’s some sort of chaos leakage around the rim, resulting in a certain amount of chaotic energy input based on the length of the rim and units of time.” 

    “Could it be a built-in defense mechanism against chaos leakage?” 

    “How do you mean?” 

    “For minor leaks, the Earthlines branch off, containing the leak and isolating the mainline from the chaos.  For major leaks, angels show up to check the gaskets.” 

    “Possibly.  It raises questions about how angels view branches.  Do they know it’s a branch and not care?  Or do they not realize it’s a branch?” 

    “Good questions.” 

    “Thanks.” 

    “I don’t have an answer,” he admitted, “but I might have a different sort of question.” 

    “Shoot.” 

    “If they know it’s a branch and they stop major chaos leaks anyway, it might be because their… programming?  They might do it because it’s in their nature to do so.  But what would happen to a branch if they didn’t stop a major chaos leak?” 

    “I assume the branch would decay and dissolve, much like Rethven did.” 

    “But would it?  The Firmament of the Earthlines is a geometric construct, not a chaos-fueled barrier.” 

    “So?” 

    “If the minor chaos leaks from gates create branches as an automatic thing, might there not be other automatic functions?  Aside from angels, I mean.  Suppose a chaos leak continued in a branch.  If the chaos rose to a high enough level, might not the branch be severed from the mainline?” 

    “Possibly.  I can see it as a second-stage defense against leakage.  Something around a pipe joint starts to form a bubble around whatever is leaking out.  There’s a branch.  Fill it enough and it forms an actual bubble, like a water balloon, and drops off of the pipe entirely.” 

    “Then, under those conditions, might we not get independent universes out of them?  Altered, obviously, and with some chaotic strangeness, but nevertheless Earth-worlds disconnected from the main timelines?” 

    “It would account for some of them,” I agreed.  “It’s a better explanation than coincidence, that’s for sure.  But you’d have to inject massive amounts of chaos, keep the angels from countering it, and eventually stop the chaos leak to keep the universe from dissolving.  It can’t be common—or easy!” 

    “I never said it was.  I merely pointed out it might work that way.” 

    “I am somewhat suspicious of your train of thought,” I admitted. 

    “I’m just trying to help you think about your gates, chaos, and branching timelines,” he told me. 

    “If you really want to help, you can look at a branched timeline and get me an exact measurement of how long they last with a minimum-contact gate.” 

    “It’ll take work.  I need a dynamo in the branch to watch it easily.  But I have another thought,” he offered. 

    “Now I know how Phoebe feels,” I muttered. 

    “What?” 

    “Nothing.  What’s the idea?” 

    “I’m wondering about repercussions of events inside a branch.” 

    “I don’t follow.” 

    “Take the Cretaceous lair world as an example.  The spells you created are altering themselves and growing.  Your pyramid lairs, for instance.  From what you tell me—since I don’t have even a single dynamo there…” he trailed off 

    “Those radiate celestial energy.  The idea is to be inconspicuous.” 

    “I wasn’t complaining.” 

    “Like hell you weren’t.” 

    “As I was saying, the pyramid creates more pyramids and they walk away.  These are new things—things the original timeline wouldn’t, couldn’t have.” 

    “So what?” 

    “Okay, here’s my thinking.  Say you drop a cliff.  Boom!  Now the riverbed is altered and the course of the river changes.  You did one thing and the universe went merrily on its way, dealing with the repercussions.  With me?” 

    “So far.” 

    “I think the pyramids are different.  They’re ongoing change, not just repercussions.  The first pyramid creates new pyramids.  It’s constantly being… I dunno.  Active, maybe.  It’s not just a single event to get digested in the course of normal events.  It creates ongoing changes.  See what I mean?” 

    “I’m not sure it works like that,” I hedged.  “It could be the pyramid is the event and everything it does is a repercussion.  Like… like Phoebe, for instance.  She’s living in an Earth-branch.  Her presence is the event.  Everything she does is a repercussion.” 

    “I don’t think so.  I think her presence as a foreign body is a fresh set of events every time she does anything.  After all, if you sit quietly in a timeline, the thing doesn’t collapse, does it?” 

    “Huh.  I hadn’t thought of that.  I take it back.  You may be right, after all.  But wouldn’t the spinning prayer wheels be a constant generator of new events?” 

    “Tucked in a basement in the middle of nowhere and isolated from everything?” 

    “They’re putting out celestial forces.” 

    “They’re putting out celestial forces,” he emphasized, “not material ones.  They’re tuned to me, specifically, so they don’t attract attention on the material plane.” 

    “Foreign entities in a timeline might be enough to sustain it, I suppose.  I’ll go with it as a working hypothesis,” I decided.   

    “Fair enough.” 

    “Moving on.  I’ve had enough headaches trying to look at the Earthlines’ weird geometry.  Let’s look at Rethven, if you please.” 

    Rethven’s universe-shape is much easier to look at.  The Firmament is sort of a squashed sphere—more of a flying saucer shape in cross-section.  If we start with a flat discus, we would need to add a raised trough, like an inverted bowling alley gutter, running east and west for the solar track.  The sun runs along it, sometimes a bit north, sometimes a bit south.  That’s close. 

    I think it started as a shallower, narrower track, too.  I can’t prove it, but I believe the repeated rolling of the sun-ball in this gutter has been stretching it out, giving their sun enough wiggle room along its arc to cause the seasons. 

    From the very beginning, the Rethven sun flared into existence in the morning, rose along the inside of the Firmament, arced over the world, and extinguished every night. 

    Somewhere, there’s a Heru responsible for this.  I want to punch him in the face.  Hard.  Possibly several times. 

    “Any thoughts?” asked my altar ego.  I thought it was a silly question, since we were functioning in a quasi-mind-meld.  “I get the irony,” he replied, “but you’re the one who insisted on a partial meld, remember?” 

    “Vividly.  I’m not sure the Earthlines’ weird geometrical solution is helping with the Rethven problem.” 

    “How so?” 

    “Earth’s firmament—it’s easier than calling it ‘the peculiar universal geometry defining the limits of the universe vis-à-vis the roiling void of chaos beyond’ every time.” 

    “Understood.” 

    “Earth’s firmament isn’t of the same order as Rethven’s.  It’s a multidimensional bit of origami, not a powered barrier.  I suspect it’s more efficient and somewhat more effective, though.  Once set up, it doesn’t require power.  Rethven’s Firmament somehow takes in chaos energies and uses them.  I suspect this Heru—” 

    “Rendu, the Artificer,” he supplied. 

    “I was blaming Rube Goldberg, but okay.  I suspect he’s either damned clever about using chaos energies or has an insight based on his creature type.  Given the dumbass way he set up the rest of the world, I’m going with an innate understanding of chaos.  The Heru are primal chaos entities, right?” 

    “So I’m led to believe from what we’ve learned of them.  I still don’t want to meet another one.  Chaos energies and my sort of life form don’t get on well.” 

    “You get on well with me.  And vice-versa, from an energy standpoint.” 

    “Yes, but I’m not inhabiting your chaos-infested form, now am I?  I’m communicating with you through an interface of psychic energy.  Besides, it’s daytime for you.  Your chaos infection is in remission.” 

    “Fair point.” 

    “So, Earthlines aren’t helping you figure out a way to spy inside Rethven?” 

    “No, but I do have other ideas.” 

    “Such as?” 

    “The closer we get to the Rethven Firmament, the more ordered the chaos seems to be.  I think this is a side effect of absorbing the chaos.  If you drain away the chaos, the area has to be more ordered.  This sets up something like a field surrounding the actual shield, if you will.  It has a resemblance to the magnetic field around an active electrical wire.  With me?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “What if I make small sensors?  I can make a tiny, spell-based firmament and, basically, glue it to the outer surface of the main Firmament.  The spell inside can than press its little nose up against the misty window and peer inside.  It won’t see too well, I admit, but I can put a dozen or a hundred or a thousand of them out there.  If they all feed information back to a central point, I may not be able to identify a single person in a crowd, but I can keep track of what’s going on in a general sense.” 

    “It’s an improvement,” he agreed.  “Can I offer a small thought?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “The main concern here is to keep track of the time in Rethven.  Know when Zirafel and Tamaril are founded, when Zirafel gets ghostified, see the rise of the Rethven kingdom, and notice when you make your first arrival.  Yes?” 

    “First arrival in my personal chronology, yes.  My earliest arrival was through the Great Arch the first time it fired up.” 

    “You know what I mean.” 

    “Just making sure.  And yes, that’s what I need.  Why?  Got a good idea?” 

    “I think so.  How about we wait?  I’ll keep trying to find a way to stick my deific foot in the door of Rethven.  If I can find something the residents are radiating that I can use, I can slide into those shoes.  Then, if I can be even a minor god in the pantheon, I can keep you posted on the progress of the world.” 

    “Huh.”  I thought about it for a minute.  “So, you want to be my spy in heaven?” 

    “Close enough.” 

    “I’m not against it, but isn’t it risky to interfere with the playthings of the higher-order Chaos entities?  Might not they give a crap about you influencing the pieces on the gameboard?  Or do I not understand?” 

    “No, you’re quite right,” he mused.  “Hmm.  Drawing on the faith of the playing pieces might not be feasible, at least at first.  As I understand it, the Heru eventually build that Spire-thing in the Mountains of the Sun and retire to it.  Then things should be safe enough. 

    “Which begs the question of how we’ll know when it’s safe.” 

    “If only there was some way of generating celestial energies inside the Rethven Firmament.  Something that would act as a convenient method of establishing a link to the interior.  If only there was someone who could go there secretly, and, with great stealth and guile, establish such a thing without being noticed by the locals.” 

    “I’ll start looking for Mary,” I told him.  “Are you out of your energy-state mind?  Do you have static on the brain?  Is your pattern starting to randomize?  What’s wrong with you?  I can’t go there and meddle about in the history of the world!  Rethven doesn’t have second chances!  There are no alternate timelines!” 

    “Yeah, I know,” he sighed.  “I’m well aware.  However, if we screw it up, there’s still one other possibility.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “You could go to the Great Arch of either city and use it again to go back in time.” 

    I thought about it for maybe two seconds. 

    “I don’t know which part of this gloriously stupid idea to savage first,” I admitted.  “Do you have any idea how many paradoxes that would cause?” 

    “Eleven.” 

    “Eleven?” 

    “I think.” 

    “Oh, you think!  Good.  I was starting to wonder!” 

    “Seriously,” he said, placatingly, “I’ve considered it carefully.  If we go back in time again, we can un-screw what we screw up.  Earthlines just repopulate and re-branch and whatever.  Rethven gets a reset, since it doesn’t branch.” 

    “And the Orb?  What happens to it?” I demanded.  “Last time I checked, it existed as a complicated space-time event.  I’m not sure we can make it not exist.  I’m even less sure it will continue to exist where it is instead of being whiplashed by paradox forces into a new time and place based on the historical changes we would make.  Or, even worse, duplicated by the paradox whiplash!” 

    “That’s a risk, sure, but—” 

    “‘But’ nothing, you ass!  We’re going to get this right the first time—” 

    “Second time,” he corrected. 

    “—or die trying!  Setting that thing loose in the multiverse is a horrific event.  It lacks my retiring, kindhearted, and forgiving nature, and I’m enough of a burden on the multiverse as it is.  We’re not going to risk turning one of them into two of them.  Read me?” 

    “I understand.  Now I’m sorry I brought it up.” 

    “So am I!” I snapped.  “And we will never speak of it again!” 

    “If that’s how you feel about it, fine.  I think it’s a valid, albeit dangerous option in case things go seriously askew, but I won’t bring it up if you don’t.” 

    “Deal.” 

    “With that off the table,” he went on, “is it unreasonable to ask you to open a gate on the underside of the world, reach through to weld a base to the naked rock, and install a prayer wheel for me?  Or find a hollow spot somewhere in the depths of the world with no normal access?  Something so out of the way nobody will ever know about it?” 

    I thought it over.  Compared to using the Great Arches to repeatedly paraduct-tape multiple paradoxes, a stealthy gate mission to plant a prayer wheel was almost reasonable. 

    “All right.  I’ll build and install a divinity dynamo for you.  But understand, I need you to have minimal impact on the history of the world.  Do you think you can manage that, non-omniscient one?” 

    “I have some advantages, being a celestial entity,” he assured me.  “I can manage.” 

    “I don’t like it.” 

    “Neither do I,” he agreed, “but it’s the best risk-vs-return you’re going to get for keeping an eye on Rethven.” 

    “I’m still not required to like it.” 

    “Noted.” 

      

    The primary risk in scrying on the world of Rethven, as I saw it, was someone would notice.  This had two subsections for me to worry about.  First, it might be someone who would have a material change in their life due to my interference, causing a ripple effect and irrevocably altering the future of the world in such a way as to adversely affect my own future. 

    As an aside, I do not know if this could happen.  There are multiple theories on the subject.  One is the chaos theory, where any change will cause such an alteration.  Another is the fixed theory, stating the past and future are immutable and no matter what you do, you can’t cause a paradox.  A third theory, the middle of the road theory, says you can cause a paradox, but the inertia of time tends to damp out any minor events.  Visit the past, don’t kill anyone “important,” and it should all be fine. 

    I have no idea which theory—or theories!—I’m working with, and, dammit, the only way I can find out is by risking everything.  If I succeed in keeping a low-enough profile for the next ten thousand years, I’ll come back around to where I started and I still won’t know! 

    If it gets me what I want, I can live with not knowing.  And I’ll never travel the wrong way in a one-way timestream again! 

    But back to my observational worries.  The first one is about interfering with a person in Rethven and causing an alteration in history.  The second one is being noticed by one of the Heru.  It’s their game board, after all, and they may not take kindly to someone looking over their collective shoulders. 

    Having met one at entirely too close a range—and any range qualifying as “meeting” also qualified as “too close”—I desperately want to avoid doing it again.  Humans regard me as frightening, but these things creep me out.  They are not human, never have been human, and the one I met only vaguely resembled a human.  Even then, only in limited ways.  If I ever want my hackles up, I can remember her face.  Or her dress.  Or her voice.  Or pretty much anything at all about her.  It.  That Thing disturbed me in ways I’m not sure I can describe. 

    Were there tentacles under her skirt?  Was it even a skirt, or was it her skin?  Add these to the list of creepy monster questions I don’t actually want answered.  The rest of her was both beautiful and terrible and I’m looking forward to never seeing her—It—again. 

    So, I’m handing off the generalized eyeballing to my altar ego.  For this, he needs a link of some sort to Rethven, which means he either needs a worship base, or he needs a divinity dynamo.  I can’t inspire people to worship him without going there, and that’s not going happen.  I’ll plant a magic-powered dynamo.  Which brings us to the question:  How can I do this without risk?  I can’t.  Okay, better question:  How can I do this with a minimum of risk? 

    First off, where do I put the dynamo?  Out in the open?  On either face of the world, this seems like a bad idea.  How about underground?  Can I find someplace no one will even know about? 

    Let’s start with an external view.  Imagine going to the extreme north, outside the Firmament.  Settle into a position about halfway between the surface of the world and the underside of the world-plate.  Look straight ahead, as though looking through the edge of the plate—imagine the world of Rethven as a table.  Crouch down to the level of the tabletop.  Now aim through the tabletop.  In like manner, I projected a scrying sensor due south a couple of miles, deep inside the rock. 

    Now, using a normal interuniversal gate, I can’t actually move it around.  However, if I’m willing to burn power like coal in a gasworks, I can define a locus with a spell, rather than use a physical border.  It’s like defining a box for a shift-booth without the box.  The difference, as usual, is the shifter only needs to last for an instant.  The gate has to stay open… well, for as long as I want to look through it. 

    I am uncomfortable with an open gate from a Heru-infested world wherein I must not cause paradoxes. 

    Is there a way to have a really tiny gate, and only for only an instant?  I don’t need to do a detailed scan of the surroundings if it’s inside solid rock.  All I want is to find an open space, an underground hole where I can stash a prayer wheel. 

    So, the process is to open a micro-gate and set off a scanner pulse.  It’s a low-resolution, low-power thing, checking for air pockets within a hundred feet or so.  I prepared the spells in advance, setting them to go off one after the other like a string of firecrackers.  In testing, the whole process takes about a second and a half, from the gate opening to the gate closing.  The result is recorded on a crystal.  Afterward, I can display the recorded results and look for anything that might be an adequate empty space.  The power display at the Rethven end is minimal, and the scan pulse isn’t powerful enough to reach anywhere near the surface. 

    I hope that’s good enough to avoid notice.  An ongoing interuniversal gate might be something the Heru pay attention to.  A single pop deep beneath the ground might be unnoticeable… or beneath their notice.  I’m really hoping to avoid their notice at all, but in this case I will be overjoyed to be disregarded as inconsequential. 

    Which brought me hard up against the question of what to do if they did notice… and if they took notice.  Are they fast enough to use my micro-gate as a pilot hole?  Can they trace it back and force their way through it?  I have not even the most basic idea of their powers, aside from an elvish creation myth where one of them builds moons as a hobby.  Maybe I said that wrong.  One of them builds moons as a hobby. 

    I don’t like it, either way. 

    Therefore, I should assume they can track it back.  Chaos-based entities of the Void show up unannounced.  Whee.  What can I do about it? 

    Well, I don’t want them here at home.  I also don’t want them on a voidstation.  Tauta seems like a bad choice, too. 

    How about another Earth timeline?  There are lots of Nobody Left Alive worlds, ranging from global warming to nuclear winter to biological disaster to runaway greenhouse to radioactive desert.  Pick one. 

    Why an Earth timeline?  Because if a chaos-based entity of the Void shows up unexpectedly, there will be angels disturbing his dark tranquility so fast he won’t have time to whistle the opening bars “Of Chaos and Eternal Night.”  At least, I assume so.  I should probably have a shift-box preprogrammed to pop out to the Void and shift back a lump of raw chaos, just to be sure. 

    I’m deliberately planning to summon chaos-destroying angels as a safety measure.  This does not fill me with confidence regarding the soundness of my plan. 

    If this goes mildly wrong, it means angels will be very near to me, making me Nearer, my God, to Thee.  Therefore, I need a fast-acting emergency escape.  Probably a shift-booth with warding spells to repel chaos and order, both.  Probably several such booths, so I can disappear from the disaster zone and then disappear from the next stop in short order, destroying the previous shifter as I go, hopefully preventing anything from following me.  It should be fully automated—shift-shift-shift-shift as fast as the spells will cycle, with corresponding boom-boom-boom-boom as I leave. 

    Maybe each booth should shift twice.  Once to get me away, a second time to create a more recent departure vector—a decoy trail to cloud the first one.  Yes.  I don’t know their capabilities, but I’m going to assume, A: I can, ultimately, get away with this, and B: I should make things as difficult for them as possible. 

    While I’m at it, I might as well set up sensors and recording devices around the area where I’m doing the spellcasting.  If a Heru shows up and gets into a battle with angels, it would be interesting to see it.  Or at least watch a recording of it.  Assuming the branched timeline survives, and my recording setup does. 

    Suddenly, I have so much to do! 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Friday, May 2nd, 1952 

      

    The house is in perfect shape, aside from some still-growing rooms.  The garage is now large enough for two cars and a horse.  Bronze is doing well with her new car, too.  I’ve loaded the trunk with additional metals again, as per her request.  She knows more about alloys than I do, but I have a pretty good idea why she wants the tungsten, nickel, copper, and so on.  I’m less certain about the more exotic elements, but she knows what she’s doing. 

    As for Operation Celestial Eyeball, I have the magic-powered divinity dynamo all set up.  It has a repair spell enchanted into it along with the basic spinner spell and so forth.  Left alone in a high-magic environment, it should run forever. It also has the latest, most precise attunement we can get.  I opened a mini-gate and had my altar ego zap power through to do the tuning personally. 

    I have half a dozen shift-booth spells scattered among various timelines and alternate realities.  Each of them has an auto-forward function to the next one, and each is surrounded by two defensive circles—one for angels, one for chaos entities—active and running.  Magical sensors and recording crystals are set up at points physically distant from the scene of my Rethven-probing activities.  I have armor, a smartass sword, several power crystals, and my courage as soon as I find it.  It’s probably fallen behind the sofa again.  I’ll dig it out and screw it down until it sticks. 

    Damn.  Gus.  He knows I’m about to do something dangerous and he’s excited.  I can’t bring him along.  If it goes badly wrong, I’m a dead man and nothing he can do will change it.  He’ll just be collateral damage.  He’s a wonderful guard dog, but I’m dealing with things above his pay grade.  They’re above my pay grade, but I’m thinking outside the box. 

    Still, he only lives with me because he needs the space.  Phoebe will just have to make do, somehow.  She won’t like having to maintain a residence in Iowa, but maybe Gus would be happy in the castle.  Leisel likes him and the castle staff would be happy to keep him occupied while Phoebe is busy. 

    This is why I don’t usually keep pets.  It may also be a reason I don’t usually keep kids.  It’s irresponsible of me.  I can’t be sure I can care for them.  Which is ironic, I think.  Aren’t we supposed to outlive our pets?  Especially in my case?  Kids take at least a couple of decades, but it’s a couple of decades I have to be there.  Trouble is, I have things to do—things that might get me killed. 

    Oof.  It occurs to me I’m doing things that might get me killed because I believe it’s my best course of action.  This does not inspire me with confidence.  I mean, after all, I’m the one who made the decisions to put me in this situation in the first place.  My judgment may not be the best. 

    And I’m rambling.  I think I do it because I know I could be about to die.  Maybe I should do my meditation thing for a while.  Then I can call Phoebe to see how she’s doing and talk about Gus.  I don’t want to drop in—or drop dead—unannounced. 

      

    Phoebe didn’t answer her mirror, but I suppose that’s not too unusual.  She’s got things to do, I suppose.  Still, since she didn’t answer, I made a trip through her closet and left her a sticky note on the fridge. 

    She has a Monster Under the Bed.  I’m the monster in her closet. 

    I should probably get her an interuniversal gate-phone.  Later.  Assuming there is a “later”…

  


   
    Phoebe’s World 

      

    Phoebe got my note and rang my mirror.  She said about eight in the evening would be good—after local sunset—so I reminded her to call me, time differentials being what they were.  Her eight PM rolled around about eleven in the morning for me, but a day-to-night transformation, drastically speeded up, is brief, painful, and inconvenient.  I survive it, so to speak, just fine.  Nevertheless, she was apologetic when I stepped out and grunted, staggering for a moment. 

    “Pop!  I’m so sorry.  Why didn’t you tell me it was daytime?” 

    “Not to worry,” I told her, straightening up.  “It’s not a hardship.  Besides, I didn’t want to miss my window for a visit.” 

    “I’m glad you’re here.”  She started to hug me and stopped.  I waved a hand to clean up, then she followed through on the hug.  She led me from her workroom and sat me down in a heavy, post-modern armchair made all of chromed steel and leather.  It wasn’t here before, but it goes with the rest of the furniture.  It contrasts the softness of the rest of the furniture by being thick, durable, maybe even industrial. 

    I’m guessing she knows I hate the couch. 

    She sat herself on the couch, somehow, tucking her legs and skirt under and to the side.  I noticed she kicked off her high heels.  At least she’s taking care of her furniture, although stabbing the couch wouldn’t break my heart. 

    There were other changes to the place since last I visited.  It was winter, for one thing.  Snow fell outside the window.  December, maybe?  January?  I didn’t see Christmas lights, so probably January.  The dirigible settling down to dock on the roof of the World Trade Center gave me pause.  I might not have noticed the one already down and clamped in place atop the other tower—through the snow, it was just a weird shape at the top of a building—but the moving one attracted my attention.  I hadn’t realized airships were a thing, here.  Were they luxury liners or cargo vessels?  Were they for the rich or for bulk freight?  I’m guessing they take on passengers at skyscraper stops and freight at airfields. 

    At any rate, I estimated eight to ten weeks might have gone by, which stung a little.  She could have called anytime she wanted.  I reminded myself how I behaved as a teenager, though, out on my own for the first time.  Her previous stay in Sofera didn’t exactly prepare her for the Information Age.  So much to do, so much to see… 

    I let it go.  In a year or two, the novelty might wear off.  She might want to take a weekend visit in the Midwest.  She might decide this wasn’t where she wanted to make her home.  Or another priest might cause problems. 

    I know I’m a vampire, but do I have to always have issues with people who claim to speak for the gods?  Can’t the gods speak for themselves? 

    Then again, I might not enjoy a direct conversation any better. 

    “I’m glad to be here,” I admitted.  “How are things in the big city?” 

    “Pretty good.  I’ve made a few friends—met, not assembled—and I’ve enrolled in Columbia.” 

    “Really!  I’m delighted!  What degree are you after?” 

    “I’m only a part-time student for now.  I like being on campus.  It’s been a big help in learning my way around.  Right now I’m taking a dance class—I always liked the ballet lessons—and a drama class.  They’re teaching me how to act.” 

    “We could have found you a teacher to keep up your ballet studies.” 

    “Pop, I’m not going to be a professional ballet dancer.  I’m not small enough in the bust.  My arms and legs aren’t as delicate as the producers want.  I’m built like an athlete, Pop, and that’s all there is to it.  Besides, by the age of fifteen I was too tall to get any major parts.  I faced up to all of this long ago.” 

    “Doesn’t mean you couldn’t enjoy it.” 

    “I do enjoy it, but it’s not my passion.  If dance isn’t your passion, it’s not going to be your career.” 

    “I’ll take your word for it.” 

    “I’m still trying to figure out what I want to do, and dance class is something to get me on campus.  I enjoy doing it, yes, but I’m taking it and the drama class to meet people more than anything else.  Being a student also gets me access to the athletic center and a ton of student programs.” 

    “Fair enough.  Have you figured out what you might want to do for a living?” 

    “I have some ideas.”  She cocked her head as a thought struck her.  “Pop?  What did you want to be?  I mean, if you’d remained mortal.  I get how your life had to go inside-out after… you know.  Became.  But what did you plan on before life handed you a wild card?” 

    “A teacher,” I replied.  “I was a teacher.  A professor, in fact, although not yet tenured.  Another few years of teaching undergrads and helping graduate students navigate the labyrinths of academia and I could have been sitting pretty.” 

    “A teacher, huh?” 

    “Hard to imagine?” 

    “Not a bit.  You would have made a great teacher.  If you had a class at a university, I’d definitely try to take it.  There would be fistfights in the registrar’s office over seats.” 

    “It would be freshman physics or computer science,” I warned. 

    “I can stack another four hours on my schedule.  I’m only taking two courses.” 

    “Good for you.  At least you’ve determined some things you won’t be.  Not a professional dancer, for one.  Maybe an actress?” 

    “Maybe, but I might do better as a stunt woman.” 

    “You’ve given this some thought,” I observed. 

    “You betcha.  What I’m really leaning toward is a police job.  I think I’d make a great detective.” 

    “Oh?  Why?” 

    “Because I can use magic to help figure out whodunit, then work backward to prove it.  To anyone else, I have a hunch and follow it up.  After a while, people accept it as normal—I have good instincts.” 

    “Nice.  It’s actually a good idea.  Detective Phoebe Kent.  I like the sound of that.  What does a detective job pay?” I asked, then realization hit me.  “Hey!  How are you affording Columbia?  Did I grossly overestimate your allowance?” 

    Phoebe blushed.  She controlled her expression perfectly, but her autonomic system gave her away.  It didn’t need to, what with my night-eyes. 

    “No, you did a good job on it.  I can make ends meet as long as I don’t go too overboard, and I did some preference adjusting.  Every month, just before the income goes in, whatever’s left in checking goes into savings.  I’m trying to be moderately frugal with your money.” 

    “Good.  So, Columbia?  Did you get a scholarship or a grant?” 

    “Uh, not exactly.” 

    “Work-study?  Or a job?  Or did Zeno find a government assistance program?” 

    “No…” 

    “Are you trying to make me die of suspense?  If so, remember the Sun is already down.” 

    “It’s sort of a ‘Burleigh and Stronginthearm’ scholarship.” 

    “A scholarship?  That’s wond— hold it.  Aren’t those the crossbow makers from Sir Terry Pratchett’s Discworld?” 

    “Um.  Yes.” 

    She has a mirror with a micro-gate.  I felt a cold sensation and my stopped heart missed a beat.  I’d owe it one come sunrise. 

    “Did you find Discworld?” I asked.  I’m not sure if I raised my voice.  There were a lot of potential ramifications thundering through my brain. 

    “What?  No!  It’s not like that.  I guess you could say it’s like a ‘Smith and Wesson’ scholarship.” 

    And then it hit me.  Sometimes I’m slow. 

    “Are you saying you’re robbing…?” 

    “Not exactly,” she replied, hurriedly, with calming gestures.  “I’m only taking money from people who are being, uh… well… from criminals.” 

    “Define ‘criminals’,” I suggested, leaning forward, elbow on knee, eyes narrow. 

    “There used to be a crack house in Brooklyn.” 

    “I’d bet there are several.” 

    “All right, there are still crack houses in Brooklyn.  The one I’m talking about went out of business all of a sudden.  One evening, there was a break-in and a bunch of dealers got beat up, tied up, and left there for the police to find.” 

    “And the customers?” 

    “The ones who could run ran for it.  The rest lay there and didn’t do much.” 

    “Junkies can be like that,” I mused, settling back in the chair.  “All right.  So you knocked over a drug den and called the cops on them?” 

    “Yep!” 

    I was glad it was nighttime.  Being dead means I don’t get surges of adrenalin and other such things.  My heart doesn’t pound, I don’t sweat, and my stomach doesn’t churn.  All good things, at the moment. 

    “Isn’t that dangerous?” I asked, mildly. 

    “Not as much as you think,” she insisted.  “It’s not safe,” she admitted, “but it’s not all that dangerous.  I scry on them for days before going there.  I know what I’m getting into.” 

    I sat quietly and contemplated.  Where did I go wrong?  Was it when she first started copying me when she was a toddler?  Was it the tactical layouts when playing tabletop role-playing games?  Was it the comic books?  It certainly wasn’t the video games—not in the 1950’s.  I’m guessing all of it contrib— 

    Then I realized what she said.  Or, rather, how she said it. 

    “Phoebe.” 

    “Sir?” 

    “Your use of language makes me highly suspicious.” 

    “Regarding?” she asked, fiddling nervously with a button on her blouse. 

    “How many of these crack houses have you knocked over?” 

    “I don’t think ‘knocked over’ is really a fair asses—” 

    “Phoebe.” 

    I waited.  It’s a good tactic.  There’s this huge pit of silence in front of us and the corresponding urge to fill it before you fall in.  It’s a human nature thing.  I’m aware of it, so I can ignore it.  Phoebe hasn’t yet caught on. 

    “Well, see, Pop… it’s like this…” she trailed off again. 

    I continued to wait.  It took a while, but she did explain.  She began several times and started again from an earlier point, but eventually I got the story. 

    My daughter is a vigilante superhero. 

    Okay, maybe that’s a bit of an overstatement, but it’s basically true. 

    I should have seen this coming.  The signs were all there.  As a child, she loved her comic books.  Between the ages of six and eleven, her favorite outfit was a sort of skirted romper.  The skirt was dark blue with white stars.  The top was red with a yellow horizontal stripe.  She would run around with a rope and was pretty good at lassoing things. 

    She used cloth hairbands until I got her a fancier, tiara-like thing.  She made cardboard bracers on her own.  We later upgraded them to leather and polished brass.  Hell, she even used them.  For a couple of years, I had to carry around a toy gun—an air-powered cork pistol.  She’d leap out from “hiding” and strike a pose.  I was supposed to fast-draw and shoot her with the cork.  She deflected it—or tried to—complete with her own pow, whoosh and ka-ping noises.  I even worked out an illusion spell to flash giant word balloons when she succeeded. 

    She loved that game. 

    Her practice even proved useful.  When she was… eight?  Nine?  Somewhere around there.  She was out playing with Gus and came to the creek.  A half-dozen of the local boys had managed to get… Ivan?  Was that his name?  The boy with Down’s Syndrome they picked on.  They somehow got him onto one of the little gravel islands in the creek and were shooting Roman candle fireworks at him.  You know the sort. 

    Phoebe came charging in from the other side of the creek, stomped onto the island, put Ivan behind her, and promptly deflected everything.  Everything!  Fiery balls went pow off her bracers.  When they ran out of fireworks, they were angry about her interfering and started throwing rocks.  Whoosh.  Ka-ping! 

    I’m glad I set up the illusion spells in the house, not on her bracers. 

    At that distance, they didn’t have a hope of connecting.  Like another famous superhero, she could do this all day.  I still wish she’d opted for a shield, though.  I watched because she told Gus to stay.  He sat on the other side of the creek and worried for her, which meant I got an alert and got to watch. 

    When they got tired and slowed down, Phoebe picked up a rock and returned fire.  Phoebe does, in fact throw like a girl—if the girl is Batgirl.  She’s not up to throwing like a Kryptonian or demigoddess, but what mortal flesh and blood can do, hers does.  There was a howl of pain and one of the boys sat down, crying.  The other five redoubled their efforts.  Now it was a fight! 

    At five to one, I would say it was a fair fight. 

    Thing is, Phoebe was defending Ivan.  She couldn’t move.  It didn’t occur to her she was drawing all the fire.  She held her ground, thinking it was necessary for protecting Ivan.  Occasionally, someone would softball her a rock and she would snatch it out of the air to fire it right back, ka-pow!  Mostly, though, she was trying to deflect a small hailstorm. 

    One of them got through, getting her on one cheek and breaking her concentration.  She put up both arms to shield her face.  She went to one knee while she recovered her balance and her focus. 

    I sent a message to Gus.  Gus came off the bank of the creek with a hunting howl that would have made mastodons flap their ears and look around nervously.  He charged across the creek, emerged streaming wet, and started yanking boys down to his level. 

    This is not a good situation for anyone, especially when Phoebe is watching.  Gus belongs to Phoebe.  Throw rocks at her dog, try to kick him, or hit him with sticks and you’ll make Phoebe angry.  Pray it ends there, because it also irritates me. 

    As part of their mistake, they stopped throwing rocks at Phoebe, which meant she could close into melee range.  And she’s been “dancing” every morning with Papa since she learned to walk.  No, before then.  Since she learned to stand. 

    She also punches like a girl.  The same girl, I’d say. 

    Thus ended the persecution of Ivan, although it was only the beginning of the screaming from various parents.  I paid the doctor’s bills and assured them I would pay for any doctor visit caused by my daughter—if she was protecting someone from their son.  Maybe I shouldn’t have said it where Phoebe could hear. 

    What have I done?  I’ve doomed her to the superhero life. 

    Okay, maybe that’s an exaggeration.  I taught her everything she needed to have a clear advantage in a dangerous world.  Or worlds.  No one would look at her copper-colored eyes and get away with harassing her.  No one would burn her at the stake, as long as she was smart enough to recognize when to fight and when to run. 

    She’s not a classical superhero.  She doesn’t go on patrol at night, seeking out muggers, burglars, rapists, and other evildoers as they ply their nefarious trades on the innocent people of the city.  No.  She takes after her Pop.  She finds evil people and, in her own way, punishes them.  On a more practical note, she also robs them. 

    I sighed inwardly and had to admit it to myself.  At her age, I wanted to be a superhero.  Who hasn’t?  But now I’m old and jaded and lack the youthful idealism required to be a do-gooder.  At least she was being practical about it, if not as careful as I would like.  Maybe that’s just a function of youth and inexperience, both of which will be corrected with time. 

    “I didn’t take the money the first time,” she admitted.  “It turns out if I don’t take it, someone else steals it or the police get it.  Even if the police confiscate it, the city gets the money.  It’s being handed over to a government, and you always said governments shouldn’t be given too much power or money.  I figured I might as well use it.” 

    “I’d guess it’s a lot of money.” 

    “Depends on how busy they’ve been and whether or not they’ve sent the split upstairs to their bosses.  I’ve taken in about seventy thousand so far.” 

    “Seventy thousand?  Dollars?” 

    “About.” 

    “How long has this been going on?” 

    “Well, my first one was about five weeks ago, a little before Christmas.  Janice’s older brother—you’ll like Janice; she’s in my drama class—he was having trouble with his drug habit and Janice was crying over it while we had coffee.  I figured if he was straight and sober for the Christmas holidays, it would help.  So I followed him and tracked down his supplier.” 

    I kept my mouth shut.  You don’t improve Christmas by having a family member in withdrawal.  At best, you have his timing down so he’s comfortably between fixes.  Then you stuff him into rehab so he can be clean for next year.  You don’t cut him off from his supplier and make him anxious about his next fix if you want him pleasant at the dinner table.  But how was Phoebe to know that? 

    “Afterward,” she went on, “it was a case of learning everything I could and thinking about everything that could go wrong.  I haven’t thought of everything,” she added, “but it’s a process.” 

    “Clearly, you’ve done well enough.” 

    “Thanks, Pop!  Since then, there have been three more. I started salvaging the money once I saw how the first one played out.” 

    “I see.  And how is Janice’s brother?” 

    “Peter is… well, Christmas went okay, I guess, but he’s still on whatever he’s on.  He snorts something, but Janice isn’t sure what and I can’t tell one white powder from another.” 

    “And how about you?” I pressed.  “You’ve gotten away with all this, since you’re here, but have you been hurt?” 

    “Not enough to mention.  Oh, I’ve been punched a couple of times and shot at several times, but if the deflection spell didn’t take it, the armor did.  A couple of minor healing spells,” she waved, airily, “and a day or two.  That’s all it took.  I’ve been hurt worse in practice with Velina.  But I do have ideas for a better helmet.” 

    “Whatever happened to not wanting the responsibility for determining if someone was good or evil?” 

    “I’m not qualified to look at somebody’s soul and see if they deserve to die,” she corrected.  “If they’re running a drug den, they at least deserve to be beaten and robbed.” 

    I struggled to avoid an instant agreement.  I mean, she’s not wrong.  She may not be right, but she’s definitely not wrong… 

    “And how do you know you’re not deciding their life or death?” I argued, instead.  “Anytime you go into such a place, you’re entering a situation where you could be forced to kill someone.” 

    “I have magic armor, deflection spells, and a couple of mind-clouding effects.  I also have high-voltage batons to put people down with one hit.” 

    “That’s all?” 

    “Well, I also try to cut the power before I go in.  I have goggles so I can see in the dark.  The whole one-eyed man in the land of the blind and such.  I’m thinking I should use smoke, though, with infrared goggles.  Gunfire, especially automatic fire, is like a strobe light.  Plus, I scry on the place to know the layout and plan who to go for first.” 

    “I strongly disapprove of your methods.” 

    “What?” she asked, shocked.  “I thought I was doing a good job!” 

    “You’re doing it alone,” I pointed out.  “Is Bronze waiting in the car?  No?  Is my cloak watching your back?  No?  Am I on top of the house, waiting to come crashing through the roof like a meteor?  No.  You need a partner.” 

    Phoebe, whose expression was by turns shocked, angry, and sullen, suddenly brightened the room with a glorious smile. 

    “You mean you’re going to go with me, Pop?” 

    “No.   At least, not right now.  This is your project, not mine.  On the other hand…” 

    “Yes?” 

    “Hang on a minute.”  I went to her second bedroom—the workroom—and borrowed some of her equipment.  A few magical moments later, I found and snatched what I wanted.  I returned to the living room and handed her a small box.  She opened it. 

    “Rings?” 

    “They’re my old rings,” I clarified.  “I upgraded and consolidated from my original rings, so these are the heirloom magic items.” 

    “I’ve never had hand-me-downs before.” 

    “You’re an only child.  You never had an older sibling to inherit from.  Instead, you get to inherit from me.  These are older versions, but they were designed to help me stay alive.  You never showed any need for combat-capable magic rings before.  Now you need them, so you get them.  No doubt you’ll enchant your own, eventually, but these are a good start and something to model your own after.” 

    She tried on the rings, one on each hand.  The ruby chips went on the left, the sapphire on the right. 

    “They’re too big.” 

    “Look closer.” 

    She regarded them with real attention, examining the spells.  Defensive, healing, repair and maintenance… 

    “They’re changing size,” she observed. 

    “They are.  It’ll be a while until they fit properly, but they’re your rings, now.” 

    “These used to be yours?” 

    “The first magic rings I ever made for myself,” I agreed.  I didn’t mention the one that temporarily merged with my hand in a chaotic magic field.  Technically, the first surviving magic rings.  Who wants to hear about a technicality? 

    “And I get to keep them?” 

    “They’re yours.” 

    “Can I make changes?” 

    “To these?  I doubt it.  What do you have in mind?” 

    “I was thinking of adding another spell-storage jewel.” 

    “It’ll be tricky.  The matrix in the metal isn’t set up properly.  These were prototypes.  What do you want the new gem to do?” 

    “How about something to page my father if several of the other functions go off?” 

    “Aha!  So, if you have a bunch of defensive functions and all the healing activate, it automatically sends me a notification?” 

    “That’s the idea.” 

    “You’re a brilliant young lady, Punkin.” 

    “I’m trying to keep my Pop from worrying about me.” 

    “And a considerate one,” I added.  “I don’t think we can add that to the rings, given the way they were made, but maybe another device could do it.” 

    “Think about it,” she suggested.  “Meantime, want to come with me on an adventure?” 

    “I have every confidence in you.” 

    “Especially now?” she asked, waggling her fingers at me to shift the rings around. 

    “Hmm.  I may have miscalculated and made you overconfident,” I admitted. 

    “Oh, please, Pop.” 

    “No, no.  I’m serious.  It’s one reason I don’t want to help.  It’s a learning experience.  You have people who will try to kill you.  I feel reasonably confident you can avoid it as long as you take them seriously.  But you could use another level of safety.” 

    “Besides these?” she asked, waggling her new rings again. 

    “Yes.  You do need a partner.” 

    “If it’s not you, it’s a sidekick,” she corrected. 

    “A sidekick,” I agreed.  “Someone to watch your back.” 

    “That’s fair,” she decided.  “I’m always outnumbered.  I do my best to cut down on their numbers advantage by spoiling their ability to coordinate, but numbers still count for a lot.” 

    “I’ll see if I can find you someone suitable.” 

    “Velina?” she suggested, eagerly.  “She’d do anything you asked.” 

    “No, she has her own duties.  Besides, she wouldn’t understand anything about this world.” 

    “Who, then?  One of your Romans?  They’re tough as a rusty nail.” 

    “They would have the same problem as Velina.  I’ll think it over.  In the meantime, I have to ask you to look after Gus.” 

    “Sure.  Why?” 

    “I’m planning a trip.  I can’t take Gus with me and there’s a non-zero chance of me getting killed.” 

    “Can I help?” 

    “I’m not sure.  I’ll think about that, too.  If I see a way, I’ll be certain to ask.” 

    “Pop…” she began, hesitantly. 

    “Hmm?” 

    “Does this have anything to do with your project?” 

    “What project?” I asked. 

    “The big one.  The one with the kingdom, the nukes, and the evil god.” 

    Secrets in a psychic household.  Yeah.  Not happening.  If I hadn’t made a point of giving Phoebe more privacy as she got older, I wouldn’t be surprised by her vigilante activities.  I didn’t consider how perceptive she would be in regard to my own privacy.  She’s way out on the right of the psychic bell curve. 

    She does take after me and I can’t say I’m entirely pleased about it.  Proud, yes.  Pleased, no.  Weirdly, it is possible to the proud of your child even if you aren’t pleased about the reason. 

    “Yes, it does.  Do you want to know the details?” 

    “Yes, absolutely, and you bet.  The real question is:  Do I need to know them?  Do I want to know them?  I ask because you’re… uhm.  Your goals are sometimes not fully understandable to mortals, I gather.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “I’ve come to grips with the fact since I met my Uncle Dusty.” 

    “Oh.”  I thought it over.  I’ve tried to keep Phoebe from the more… how to put this?  Yes, Dad is a vampire.  Dad eats bad people.  We’ve had The Talk on that subject and a couple of hunting trips, but I don’t bring her with me whenever I’m off to rip apart a child molester.  It’s a little like knowing your father is a sniper.  There’s knowing what he does, then there’s seeing what he does.  While Phoebe knows more about me and my plans than anyone outside my little circle of immortals, I’ve tried to keep the full weight of my total being from becoming her burden. 

    “Do you have time to get the full briefing?” I asked. 

    “I’ll sit here until I die of thirst, if necessary.” 

    “Ah.  I doubt it will take that long.” 

    “Let’s do this.” 

      

    She sat in my headspace with me and I laid it all out on the desk.  I held nothing back.  Yes, I did stupid things.  I admitted it.  I even pointed them out.  At least, the ones I recognized as stupid.  We finished with my exit through the Gate of Tamaril. 

    “And that, daughter mine, is where I’m waiting to get back to, hopefully with solutions to how to unscrew what has been screwed.” 

    Phoebe was silent for several seconds, still regarding some of the images on the desk.  She rotated some of them, looking them over while she thought. 

    “Can you tell me,” she asked, “if you know, I mean… Is what you’re doing now the only way to make things right?  Or is this another terrible decision and you’re compounding your mistakes?” 

    Ouch. 

    “I wish I knew for sure,” I sighed.  “I’m trying to prevent the deaths of millions.  My conscience—what there is of it—doesn’t enter into it.  If I am going to suffer because I’m doing horrible experiments on human beings so I can fix ten thousand times their number, so be it.  I’m going to save millions of people by preventing a mistake.  My mistake.  And whatever price it exacts from me to do this, I will pay.” 

    “You’re trying to be good,” she decided, “even if you’re paving the road to Hell with your good intentions.  The attempt counts.” 

    “Does it?” 

    “It should.  If it doesn’t, I want to have a word with whoever set up the rules.” 

    “You’ll get no argument from me.” 

    “Good.  Now, you mentioned you were going to do something which might get you killed.  Can I help?” 

    “Just take care of Gus until I get back.” 

    “What are your odds like?” she asked.  Her tone was casual, but she couldn’t hide the concern.  Not from me. 

    “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “I haven’t done it before, but I’m taking extreme precautions.  I feel confident, if that helps.” 

    “Good enough.  I’ll have a word with the landlord about a pet clause in the lease so Gus doesn’t have to live at your place all the time.” 

    “The landlord won’t go for it,” I warned her. 

    “How about a ten thousand dollar pet deposit?” 

    “I take it back.  He’ll go for it,” I agreed.  Phoebe seemed to be getting the hang of New York with commendable speed.  “If he doesn’t, I’m pretty sure Gus would be happy roaming around the castle as Leisel’s dog.” 

    “I’ll ask.  Maybe, after I get better at gate-work, I’ll take a crack at enchanting a pair of doggie crates for him.  One here, one in Tauta.” 

    “Good thought,” I agreed, because it was.  I was tempted to make them for her, but if she wanted to figure it out on her own, I would resist the temptation.  “I’ll tell Gus to hang around over here before I go.  I’ll call as soon as I’m done.” 

    “Thanks, Pop.  Good luck.” 

      

    Gus didn’t like the idea of me not being home.  He’s smarter than the average dog and much older, more experienced.  He knew I was going off somewhere for a while. 

    On the other hand, he got to stay with Phoebe.  And, when it comes right down to it, he’s Phoebe’s dog.  Phoebe ruffled his face-fur and explained they had to be quiet, but also got out the rope so they could play tug-of-war. 

    Gus will be okay. 

      

    The preparations were made, the plan was set, and I found a nice little concrete dome in which to work.  Outside, there’s a howling wind, radioactive dust, and enough cold to make people think longingly about a hot, delicious drink of melted whale blubber.  The dome is a half-buried thing with hatch-like door and, outside, a broken rectangle of stairs leading up.  I think it used to be buried, but the wind has eroded the soil. 

    Inside the dome, there’s some old, bomb-shelter furniture, several empty shelves and boxes, a trio of dusty skeletons, a boxy chemical toilet—now a Toilet of Transportation, a one-shot shift-booth—a couple of defensive circles inscribed in the floor, and a mirror with a heavy frame. 

    Neither the mirror nor the frame are enchanted.  I’m casting the spells by hand.  I don’t want to leave behind anything permanent besides the ritual circles. 

    I got out the prayer wheel and kept it ready.  It revolved slowly in the local magical environment.  In Rethven, it would have markedly more magical energy, so would spin much more quickly.  Assuming. 

    Okay.  Into the lair of the Heru we go.  Admittedly, it’s kind of into the disused rubbish heap out back of the lair of the Heru, but it’s on their property, so if they’re going to be touchy about trespassing, this counts. 

    I fired up my Ring of Many Gates and targeted the coordinates.  The sensor spell went off and fed the information to the crystal in the mirror frame before the gate closed.  I regarded the magical map.  Nothing terribly useful showed up, so I retargeted my micro-gate farther south, just beyond the edge of my initial scan, and repeated the process. 

    Two possibilities showed up.  One seemed rather larger than I needed, being big enough for me to stand in.  The other was irregular and lopsided, but might be large enough to accommodate the dynamo. 

    I kept them in mind and moved a few hundred feet farther south to pulse again.  And again.  And again. 

    Nothing tried to eat me.  It’s possible nothing noticed, which was the ideal outcome. 

    I did find a good spot for the prayer wheel.  It was large enough for three of them without much trouble, but I only enchanted one for this.  I targeted a gate from the mirror frame and it opened like a window that could flush. 

    I put the prayer wheel in the tiny cave and drew back.  The spell on the base of the dynamo latched it onto the rock.  The dynamo started spinning up.  I didn’t wait for it all to finish.  I closed everything down and hid in the Toilet. 

    No spatial disturbances?  No angels?  No chaos Things?  Nothing trying to eat me?  Nothing casting a blazing eye in my direction?  All quiet on all fronts? 

    Okay, one function of the Toilet wouldn’t be needed.  Maybe both. 

    Could I have gotten away with it? 

    The wind howled, but I didn’t.  Nothing cracked the dome to fetch me out.  I didn’t have anything on the sensory spells.  The hairs on the back of my neck didn’t stand up.  No blinding lights, no blasts of eldritch energy, nothing, nada, zip.  I checked everything I could for any hint of attention at my location.  Angels staring at me?  Chaos-based disturbances?  Magical scrying?  Anything? Anything at all?  No? 

    Huh.  How about that?  It worked. 

    I phoned up my altar ego on the ring. 

    “Well?  How’s it looking from your end?” 

    You don’t seem to have a lot of attention focused on you.  None I can find, anyway. 

    “That’s a relief.  Think it’s safe to go home?” 

    Give it a shot.  I’ll spend the effort to monitor your travel. 

    “Thanks.” 

    I left the world through the mirror, taking intermediate steps through other worlds, just in case.  Nevertheless, I wound up in Iowa again.  Nothing followed me, as far as I could tell.  Everything seemed calm. 

    “Still good?” 

    Still good.  I think you got away with it. 

    “And in Rethven?” 

    I’m looking at a really tiny cave, he informed me.  It’s what… about halfway through the thickness of the world?  Not counting the ice, of course. 

    “That’s what I aimed for.  Is it good enough as a foot in the door?” 

    Absolutely.  Now I can look around in here without straining myself. 

    “Anything to see?” 

    Not much.  There are a number of peculiar creatures roaming on the surface, including humans.  The humans are trying to settle, but they’re on a survival basis at the moment.  I think the game is still in the opening moves.  The Heru are also roaming around.  They’re watching their creations.  I’m not going anywhere near them.  I don’t know for sure if they’ll care I’m here, but I don’t want to find out. 

    “Keep me posted.” 

    You got it.  Oh!  One more thing. 

    “What?” 

    As I’ve mentioned many times, I appreciate the divinity dynamo farms I have, but could you possibly see your way clear to producing more?  I don’t want to sound greedy, but I have one world where I’m actively—and somewhat erratically—worshiped.  With this installation in Rethven, we’re hoping for two, but it’s going to be a while before I get any traction in Rethven.  Even then, we’re trying to keep me from being a huge influence, to avoid paradox.  I could really use a more… what’s the word?  Industrial-scale installation of dynamos. 

    “I’m sure we can.  If you have the strength to tune them, the big holdup is enchanting them.  I’ll have to build a spell for—no, I should probably enchant a whole set of tools for… no, maybe I should enchant a 3D metal printer specifically for working with osmium…” 

    I trust you to work out a solution to the problem.  You’re clever like that. 

    “Good point.  I’ll get back to you.” 

    Wada’an. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Sunday, May 4th, 1952 

      

    I made sure Phoebe knew I survived.  I left her a note on the fridge.  I presume she was out to class, but I suppose she might be casing another target.  I came back to Iowa, trying not to think about it. 

    The house has a basement I can call a basement, although I still duck reflexively under the rafters.  It’s also waterproof, which is kind of necessary this close to the river.  It won’t be too long, now, before I need to start thinking about removing pillars and adding a support wall.  How do I want my basement space arranged? 

    I finally called around and found a small company specializing in day-labor farm work.  They’ll have guys out here on Monday to start putting up a three-strand fence.  It won’t stop anybody from trespassing, but it’ll give me somewhere to hang the No Trespassing signs. 

    I could also hang Beware of Dog signs, but I don’t think I will.  If they’re going to ignore the signs about trespassing, the dog really should be a surprise. 

    The exception—if there is one—is whoever is using the old shed out back.  If some kid claimed it as a playhouse, who am I to deny him?  Or her?  Gus knows to be friendly to children.  He’s mastered the art of sitting there with a goofy, tongue-lolling-out expression.  He also rolls around on his back to ask for tummy rubs.  He’ll even go get a stick and plop it at a kid’s feet.  I’ve never known a dog so good at plopping down a ball and going into “Throw it!  Throw it!” mode.  I’m not sure it’s possible for a child to be scared of him when he’s trying to be friendly. 

    I trudged around the property with Gus.  He romped around, enjoying the outdoors, almost as glad I was back as Phoebe was, and she was almost as glad as I was.  I marked off the property line with sticks and flags for the fence crew while Gus sniffed around.  He gets the idea of marking territory. 

    Technically, it’s the fence line, which is a good twenty feet inside the property line.  I may never need to shoot someone as they climb through the barbed-wire fence, but regardless of which way the body falls, it’ll be on my land. 

    While I trudged and marked, the back of my mind mulled over Phoebe’s career. 

    Vigilante crimefighter! 

    What in the hell is she thinking?  Better question:  How the hell did I fail her so badly? 

    Don’t misunderstand me.  I’ve had the adolescent fantasy of being a masked crusader who deals out justice with fists or guns.  I suppose it’s not unreasonable to say I’ve had a few adventures along those lines because I’m a sucker for a lady in distress or a crying child.  Even now, in violent and bloodthirsty ways, I still do something similar.  I’m definitely a darker shade of comic book, though. 

    I choose to be this way.  I don’t have to be.  I could feed on dying people in hospitals, car wrecks, homeless shelters, and bridges—both on them and under them.  Sometimes I do.  More of the time I go to the additional effort of finding someone who doesn’t want to die but is worth killing.  I find evil and I eat it.  Nowadays, I always make sure to chew thoroughly. 

    There’s never a shortage.  This says something unpleasant about humanity. 

    The thing is, I have never understood the logistics of a full-time vigilante.  If you’re going on patrol every night, are you just wandering around, looking for trouble?  It seems random, but if the goal is merely to find something to do, it probably works.  Or do you use a police scanner and simply hope to get there first?  If you’re going to be first, you’re in a hurry.  Do you charge in without taking the time to evaluate the situation?  How do you know you’re not making things worse?  If you have to beat the police to the scene, what do you do when the police start chasing you?  Are you willing to assault them to get away?  What evidence are you leaving at the scene?  What are your precautions and how do they vary from incident to incident? 

    I could go on.  And on and on.  But you get the idea. 

    Phoebe at least has a modus operandi somewhat more practical.  She targets fixed establishments.  She can take her time and plan her jobs.  It’s similar to robbing banks.  Since she doesn’t have VampVision™ to find bad people the easy way, she’s targeting places with ongoing criminal activities and presuming those responsible are at least deserving of a beating.  She’s not roaming the streets looking for someone in the middle of a mugging. 

    At least, I don’t think she is.  If I go for a midnight walk, I’m hunting muggers.  Phoebe could, too.  I hope she isn’t.  Things can get rapidly out of hand. 

    So, fine.  She has a hobby.  She knocks over drug dens, crack houses, and dealer shacks.  Fine.  I don’t like it.  I don’t like it at all.  I want to tell her “No!” in a loud and fatherly voice, but… 

    …but… 

    …but, damn it all, I raised her to know better!  Yes, I taught her to defend herself.  Clearly, I taught her how to assault people, as well.  Sometimes the best way to win a fight is to do unto the other guy before he does unto you.  I didn’t intend for her to make it a career! 

    Oh, I know she didn’t set out to do this.  It wasn’t her intention.  She looked at what’s-her-name’s problem—Janice, I think—and came up with a solution befitting her talents.  One of her talents.  She could have tried to use magic on the junkie brother, but, considering the incident with Jim, and the fact I don’t know how to mitigate an addiction, yet, I’m not surprised she looked for a mundane solution.  More mundane.  Non-magical.  And, having tried it, she enjoyed it. 

    She’s living on her own.  She’s trying to find something she enjoys doing.  This certainly wasn’t on my list of her potential career paths.  I had in mind something a little less illegal, for one thing.  Engineer would have been fine.  Accountant.  Actress.  Singer.  Stunt-woman.  I’d have settled for a career in the military, if she felt like it.  I’d even have been happy with her as a professional spy—corporate or national, either one.  Jane Bond, sort of.  At least she would have some sort of authority backing her. 

    Now I’m stuck with her being a solo act in a low-rent district full of people who would knife her for being there.  This does not please me.  But what do I say?  She’s done it several times and seems to be good at it! 

    Sure, I can try to order her to never do it again, but will it stick?  Perhaps it might, for a while.  Or it might turn into a shouting match.  And when it comes right down to it, the only way I can stop her is to lock her up. 

    Interesting question.  Am I capable of locking her up?  Emotionally and rationally, I can consider the idea.  Can I follow through, if need be?  And the other side of the same question, does she have the power to escape from any constraint I lay on her?  There I go, asking the difficult questions I don’t really want answered. 

    If she decides to stop on her own, that’s great.  Maybe I can persuade—not order, but persuade her.  Thing is, she’s enjoying it.  She won’t stop willingly.  This means I have to try and keep her alive until she’s got it out of her system, one way or another. 

    I keep coming back to this, but it’s on my mind and is likely to be for some time.  The fact we’ve reached this point at all proves I have no business being a parent! 

    Forget my shortcomings.  It’s too late now.  Focus on where we are.  What’s the most immediate question? 

    How do I keep her alive?  Yeah, that is pretty immediate. 

    Most obviously, get her a partner.  Gus is a great guard dog, but he’s not really Gus the Wonder Mutt, defender of truth and justice, mauler of junkies and eater of dealers.  Besides, having a dog sidekick in the big city narrows the search field for the cops.  It’s kind of like showing off expensive, one-of-a-kind high-tech equipment.  People start looking at funding streams and billionaires.  It makes keeping a secret identity—or your identity a secret—more than a little problematic. 

    I suppose I could be her partner for a while.  I do need to start collecting human test subjects, and there are plenty of people working in a crackhouse who could go permanently missing.  Trouble is, most of these are already addled by their current addictions.  They’ll cloud my lab results.  I need clean—or cleaner—subjects.  Rapists, pedophiles, murderers, politicians… Same scum, fewer needle tracks. 

    No, upon reflection, she doesn’t want me for a partner.  She might think she does, but after a couple of busts, it’ll be me in charge and her as my sidekick.  While I am okay with that, since it gives her a chance to learn as she goes, what she really wants is to do this thing on her own.  Or, rather, do this thing that is hers to do.  Not something I do, not something her Pop allows her to do, but something belonging to her.  She’s at that age where she’s finding herself.  I only wish it wasn’t in drug dens. 

    I can’t be her sidekick.  Not when the situation turns dire.  I know me.  I’ll take charge and blood will go, briefly, everywhere.  The best I can do is to give her presents.  Maybe a spell.  Something to show I care about what she’s doing, but not something to make it mine.  She needs to be covered in equipment, loaded with it—and she needs a helper.  Someone to watch her back.  And—say this part quietly—someone to take the fall, if necessary. 

    Question is, where the hell do I find a sidekick?  Put an ad in the newspaper?  Online?  Head down to the employment office and ask if anyone wants to be a superhero?  Is there a Sidekicks of Fortune magazine, somewhere? 

    I’ve never really gone in for sidekicks.  I mean, the Big Three, sure.  They weren’t exactly partners in any enterprise, though.  They weren’t able to stand with me when I got into a fight with an avatar of the Boojum.  Mary was closer to a sidekick than they were, but even Mary couldn’t do that.  The closest I have is Bronze, and she really isn’t someone I can loan out.  Sure, she could live in Phoebe’s parking spot, but how would she be useful, aside from being a getaway vehicle?  A giant metal horse is a little too obvious for Phoebe’s covert activities.  Even as a car, her utility is limited to getting there, getting away, and maybe driving through a wall. 

    This bears much thinking about.  I spent quite a while in my mental study, fuming at the unfairness of the universe, bemoaning my poor parenting skills, and basically being a sulky child. 

    I’m old.  I’m allowed to sulk on occasion, as long as I do it in private.  It’s like brooding, but with less theater. 

    One thing I’ve learned about sitting and stewing on a problem, it’s often best to let it bubble somewhere in the undermind while I focus on something else.  I’ll work on another project and come back to this when it hisses, spatters, and maybe explodes all over the ceiling. 

    My altar ego wanted industrial-scale production of divinity dynamos.  All right, let’s get the heavy industry on it.  It’ll give me something to do with my hands while my mind works on the vigilante question. 

    I initially considered finding a suitably industrialized world and placing an order for half a million divinity dynamos.  Then good sense rained down like the quality of mercy.  Osmium is expensive.  Not that the price matters much to me, but the value of my purchase will attract attention, both from authoritarian sources and otherwise.  Sure, I could order one, or even ten at a time, but we want lots.  Pallet loads.  Truckloads.  A cargo ship or ten. 

    Hey, I could order one and then repeatedly swipe—no, dang it.  If I go there to order one, it branches.  I can’t branch a branch, as far as I know, so the one I order won’t duplicate. 

    I really miss Diogenes. 

    All right.  I can set up an auto-gate to keep dropping the same ingot of osmium into a hopper.  Maybe two or three of them, each after a different original ingot.  There’s the supply.  I can probably find suitable electric motors sitting on a warehouse shelf and repeat the process.  Ditto for all the other components, except for the prayer wheel cylinder.  That’s what the osmium is for. 

    A little experimentation with a 3D metals printer—several versions, from various timelines—told me I could build the prayer wheel component using osmium wire.  It wasn’t enchanted or tuned to my altar ego, but the first thing to do is get all the parts.  So, printing a prayer wheel?  Check. 

    As for fine-tuning it, the only thing it needed from me, really, was balancing and strengthening.  Since these cylinders would be in a technological world, the motors would handle the spinning, no spell required.  The electromagical transformer component doesn’t absolutely require an enchantment, just electricity.  A spell to help it along is a good idea for the initial phase—kind of like starting with magnets in an electric dynamo, rather than relying only on generated current—but it’s not required.  It’ll develop a higher level of efficiency simply by generating its own magical field.  A containment sphere to hold in the excess would not go amiss, however.  Fortunately, I did some experimentation along these lines when I was living in Applewood.  Ideally, I’ll have a plug-and-play divinity dynamo unit I can simply connect to a power grid and forget about. 

    I fiddled with the design of the osmium outer shell so it would be balanced to spin properly, then worked out a spell for the printer.  The spell is a repair spell, copying a tuned and balanced prayer wheel, just to add another level of quality control.  It doesn’t need it, but I like having things not go wrong. 

    What I’m really proud of, though, is the way we attune the things to my altar ego.  We could have him reach through a gate periodically to lay a divine finger on each of the completed dynamos, but I had a better idea.  The way the 3D printer works, an osmium wire feeds into the printer head to be incorporated into the structure of the prayer wheel cylinder.  The wire comes off a spool of the stuff, which, thanks to a shift-box and a few high-intensity shaping spells, never runs out of wire. 

    Between the spool and the printer, the wire passes through a mini-gate just barely large enough to pass it.  This gate leads to the local celestial energy plane, where it passes by my altar ego.  He protects the material of the wire from sudden disintegration as it passes through an energy plane and attunes it in the process.  The wire continues past him to another gate.  This takes it back from the celestial plane to the material one and allows it to run into the printer. 

    Yes, it’s expensive, but we set up shop at a thorium reactor in India.  It’s a Nobody Left Alive world, so it’s not like there was anyone around to argue.  The reactor was in shutdown mode, but still intact.  Their uranium reactors have all gone the way of the candle in the sun, I’m afraid, but a thorium reactor is inherently safer.  Thorium has to be persuaded to be a power source.  Uranium is a little too eager and a lot less friendly.  With a large electromagical transformer wired into each of the attunement gates, they should say open indefinitely. 

    So the wire gets attuned on the way to the printer head.  The resulting printed cylinder is lighter for using less osmium and strong enough to spin at high speed.  I’m not sure if the mass of the material is relevant, though.  These may be the equivalent of a cheap knockoff dynamo, or fast food instead of real food.  We’ll find out soon enough.  He wanted industrial scale, so there are corners to be cut.  Later, if necessary, we can send osmium particles into the dynamo room to bond with and merge into existing cylinders.  Getting them running is the priority. 

    I wonder.  Can I build one enormous divinity dynamo?  Something thirty storeys high and weighing thousands of tons?  No, I’m sure I can, but would it be worthwhile?  What’s the power-to-weight ratio?  Does it matter if there are a million dynamos or one gigantic one?  There may be large-scale factors we don’t know about. 

    As for the dynamo farm, I’ll have enough components to start the assembly process.  Once my “factory” is producing finished dynamos, I can start the racking and wiring project.  And I’ll need more space than just the hallways in the power plant, so I should look into some sort of modular shelter for all these things. 

    Dang it, I just realized what an enormous job assembling these things is going to be.  I don’t want to assemble a few million little whizzers.  It’s a tedious and time-consuming. 

    I should probably get started.

  


   
    Foundry World 

      

    My jumbo dynamo project is delightfully silly.  I love it. 

    I initially thought I would have more problems.  I mean, a skyscraper-sized mold for the osmium shell?  How do I handle the pour of so many tons of molten metal into the thing?  Admittedly, it’s a hollow cylinder, but, running the numbers, a five hundred foot tall dynamo will weigh in around fifty thousand tons.  Pouring fifty thousand tons of superdense molten metal into an even bigger and heavier mold? 

    Yeah.  No. I came up with a better idea. 

    Start with a hydroelectric plant.  Big dam turbines, the works.  There’s the power source.  It provides electricity to the electromagical transformer creating the intense magical field around the spinning osmium, right? 

    The water outflow also turns a horizontal wheel, the platform for the shell.  It’s just a wire running around the perimeter of the rotating base at the moment, but give it time.  It doesn’t turn quickly—the wheel is huge!—but it does turn.  There’s an Ascension Sphere on the wheel, concentrating the magical field.  There are a bunch of other enchantments, as well, including the repair spell on the mechanism, the hardening and strengthening spells on the support bearings and their travel channels, all the usual stuff for a megaproject. 

    Most especially, the dynamo itself has jumped-up reshaping spells telling it how it’s supposed to be larger.  An automatic shift-box drops osmium on the wheel, near the rim.  This thickens the ring of metal atop the turning wheel, growing it upward.  Another box supplies orichalcum from the foundry.  And so on. 

    This short shell is already attuned to my altar ego.  We’ll see how it looks when it hits ten tons.  Will it hold the attunement as it grows, or will it require re-tuning?  I think it’ll be okay, since it’s generating its own attunement field, sort of.  I’ll doubtless need to adjust the spells for its continued growth.  I just hope the power production increases at least on a linear basis with scale. 

    The jumbo dynamo was my distraction from my distraction.  It was my vacation from being the bottleneck in knockoff dynamo assembly. 

    For the record, I assemble things much more quickly at night.  I don’t need a wrench or a socket, just my fingers.  Screws I can turn with a fingernail, and I have an infinite number of tendril-hands to hold nuts, bolts, washers, screws—all the little things that usually roll off the workbench to bounce on the concrete and escape, or get lost in the carpet.  During the day, I can still do it by hand, but it’s easiest to use the tools.  My fingers start to hurt after a while. 

    Somewhere around my zillionth dynamo, thoroughly disgusted, I sat down and regarded the enormous piles of parts, comparing them to the tiny stack of completed units. 

    What was the phrase?  “Give the job to a lazy man and he’ll find the easiest way to do it?”  Something like that. 

    My problem is a lack of automation.  I don’t have an actual factory churning the things out.  I don’t have anything sophisticated enough to build an entire dynamo.  What I needed was a robotic assembly line, which meant retooling a factory.  This is a long-term project and, mechanically, well outside my comfort zone.  I can’t do it. 

    Okay, maybe I can.  It’s a big project, though, and I have other things to do. 

    I always miss Diogenes, but more acutely when something like this pops up.  Lacking Diogenes or the time to waste rearranging and reprogramming an entire factory, what I needed, I’m sorry to say, was people.  People who could grab two parts and bolt them together. 

    I don’t like it.  People ask questions.  People want to go home after a day at work.  They want coffee breaks, bathroom breaks, housing, food, water, sleep, and all sorts of inconveniences.  And, since all this is taking place in a biohazard world, they would probably get sick and die on the job.  Turnover would be a nightmare. 

    Importing people—or exporting the parts—would be a logistical nightmare, not to mention a severe power problem.  A round trip to another world, even through shift-boxes, would be pricey.  I would also need a sterilization spell to fire every time.  I don’t know what killed everyone here, so I can’t risk sending it elsewhere.  And unit assembly is only one problem.  Once the parts come back as completed units, someone still has to rack them and wire them into the power grid. 

    On the other hand, when I think of a robotic factory, I think of a fully-automated thing with fixed, dedicated robotics—big units, bolted to the floor or ceiling, all doing their job on components as they roll by on a conveyor. 

    How about something patterned after an old-school production line?  One where humans did the work?  Not a computerized factory, but something from the early days of hand tools and personal attention.  An old-fashioned factory assembly line, but with robots in place of humans. 

    I can find robots. 

      

    I had a look around in some NLA worlds and found one in a lower level of what I think was an underground Amazon warehouse.  I got it working with relatively little trouble, so I fetched the same one again.  Like stealing the same osmium ingot over and over again, I found one, marked its location and dimensions, and built a box to switch spaces.  Bam!  Robot.  Drive it out and bam!  Another robot.  This process repeated until I had about a dozen of the things.  A few repair spells to take care of environmental wear and tear, some electricity to charge up the batteries, a little tinkering with the program instructions… 

    They’re not complicated robots.  They look like little pickup trucks, about two meters long.  They have two rubber tracks, a turret at one end, and three manipulating arms on said turret.  There are also cameras and sensors for navigating and identifying objects. 

    Their task?  Pick up objects A and B.  Assemble them in the correct configuration.  Hand the new macro-object to another robot.  This robot takes the AB object and adds C.  Another robot adds D, then E, then F, until we have a completed, self-contained, ready-to-use divinity dynamo. 

    This is a surprisingly complex combination of tasks for a computer, but the robots have the software to handle it—mostly.  They’re package grabbers and inventory takers, relying heavily on bar codes.  They can put something in the appropriate packaging, but assembling objects isn’t quite what they’re meant for.  It means they’re not entirely reliable.  They occasionally need human supervision.  Until then, I’ll have to do. 

    At least I have extras.  A line of them are assembling dynamos, one component at a time.  Several others are assembling racking, stringing cable, or bolting in the completed dynamos.  The reactor is providing electricity, so we’re already spinning.  So far, so good. 

    “Hey.  You.  Uncle Dusty.  You here?” 

    Of course.  It’s quite a nice little buffet you’ve got going on. 

    “Thank you.  I was thinking, these dynamos are tuned to you, right?” 

    I should hope so.  It’s why you have micro-gates on the printer. 

    “But, as I recall from a lesson with an ellipse of power and a ball of light, I lack the capacity to completely cloak these emissions from the notice of other celestial creatures.  I mean, I can’t see most of the celestial frequencies, so I can’t tell, but this is what I’m told.” 

    It’s true, he admitted.  However, we’ve reached a critical level, here.  I manifest strongly enough in this place to be capable of defending it. 

    “How does that work?” 

    It’s hard to explain. 

    “I have faith in you.” 

    He snorted laughter and subsided to a chuckle. 

    All right, I’ll give it a shot.  This place, right here, is my sacred ground.  It’s permeated with my power.  You, incidentally, are immune to it, so stop panicking. 

    “I wasn’t panicking!” 

    Then why are you on your tiptoes? 

    “Shut up and tell me about this being your place,” I ordered, settling down again. 

    Look.  If you’re stuck on a desert island, you want to have a shelter.  A lean-to will keep the rain off, but it doesn’t defend you.  It does tell anyone who sees it where you live.  With me so far? 

    “Sure.” 

    Now, after a few days of work, you build yourself a log cabin. 

    “You mean weeks.” 

    This is my inaccurate metaphor.  I can use days if I want. 

    “My apologies.  Continue.” 

    So you have a cabin.  You have walls, a roof, and a door.  You may even have a firepit and a rudimentary chimney.  Smoke is visible for miles.  The light from the fire can easily be seen at night.  Right? 

    “And?” 

    And anyone who wants to roll up and steal your fire first has to bash through the door.  You have a defensible position your lean-to didn’t provide. 

    “You trade being inconspicuous for fortification.” 

    Pretty much.  Now, instead of burning whatever you can find, you can take steps to cut down on the smoke.  Dry out some wood.  Build a firepit elsewhere for making charcoal.  Whatever.  You can also hide the light of your fire.  Cover the windows.  Cut down on the visibility.  It makes you harder to find and harder to assault.  Your options expand as your position becomes more established. 

    “I think you’re right.” 

    About? 

    “It’s a lousy metaphor.  I think I get it anyway, though.” 

    I’m glad. 

    “No doubt.  So, you’ve got enough power flow from here to manifest strongly enough to protect your turf?” 

    Ah… hmm.  Yes? 

    “Yes?” 

    It’s not exactly like that.  I have the power to hide it better.  I still wouldn’t want to tackle a full-sized angel. 

    “Just answer me this.  I have a pyramid in the Cretaceous.  It’s a single pyramid in one Cretaceous.  It’s minor.  In the greater scheme of things, it’s tiny.  I could have thousands of the things scattered across a hundred different Cretaceous timelines, but I don’t.  If angels took an interest in my supposedly-secure hidden lair, they might take enough interest to go hunt for more of the same.  With me so far?” 

    Sure.  You’re keeping your stuff small-scale to avoid notice.  I get it. 

    “Now we’re industrializing your stuff.  This isn’t a backyard dynamo garden in a basement no one will ever find.  This is a growing, full-sized farming collective.  Are they going to notice?” 

    They might, he admitted, after reflection.  I’ll keep it as unnoticed as possible, just because there are other things who will want what I have if they spot it.  But angels?  They don’t view me with the same horror and revulsion as they do you.  You’re a chaos-infested Thing from Beyond the World.  I’m an upstart spirit with delusions of grandeur.  I’m not sure they care at all. 

    “I hadn’t even considered other gods,” I sighed.  “Fine.  Boiled down, do I need to put a damned stealth spell on each and every one of these damned dynamos?” 

    Divine, he corrected, and immediately added, It would be nice, but it isn’t necessary.  The general cloaking spell over the whole works should do everything you can reasonably do on that front. 

    “Good, because I really wasn’t looking forward to individualizing it.” 

    It all looks good, though.  The power levels are steadily rising and I’m starting to feel it. 

    “Thank you.  I still have to do a quality control check on everything periodically, but they’re doing okay.” 

    It looks as though the tricky bit will be balancing production, assembly, and installation.   

    “Yeah.  Fortunately, they’ll simply stand and wait if they have nothing to do, so an imbalance isn’t a disaster, just an inefficiency.” 

    I’m looking forward to when you have the production process perfected. 

    “No doubt.” 

      

    I, on the other hand, am terrible at standing and waiting with nothing to do.  It’s dangerous for me to be bored.  Being a parent turns out to be safer for me and everyone around me than being on my own.  I would not have guessed that. 

    On the other hand, there are other people who occasionally have demands on my time.  Leisel, for one.  My altar ego relayed a request, “It’s important, but not immediate,” for me to drop in.  She didn’t say why, but the last time I was there, she had suggestions. 

    I’m not looking forward to this. 

    I double-checked the house, made sure everything was running smoothly, and prepared for a trip.  Mostly it was to make sure Gus knew Phoebe would be feeding him. 

    I checked the time.  Iowa and Tauta were momentarily synched in daylight.  I could go through immediately, or I could play with Gus a bit beforehand.  I chose to play with Gus. 

    Damn.  I still need to figure out how to get Phoebe a sidekick.

  


   
    Tauta, 18th Day of Salaskir, Year of the Falkennin 

      

    I went from day to day, resetting from my early afternoon to Tauta’s early morning.  Bronze went off to look around the valley while I wandered around the castle.  The stairs were shallower, so that was to the good.  Eventually, someone noticed me and led me to breakfast with Leisel.  This amused her. 

    “You could announce yourself, or have someone else do so,” she said, as I eased into a chair.  “You do not need to aimlessly roam the halls until a boy leads you by the hand.” 

    “It wasn’t aimless.  I need to check on the castle spells every so often.  How are the stairs?” 

    “Much improved, but the top step was tricky for a while.” 

    “It beats having masons take the stairs apart and rebuild them.” 

    “True.  Their caste is not pleased to be excluded from the castle’s renovations, but they have done well with all the other buildings.” 

    “Is it a problem?” 

    “No.  You are revered as a god, and the gods are free to do as they please.  Masons are workers in stone, not miracles.  The castle is a miracle.  I explained.” 

    “As long as their noses aren’t out of joint,” I decided.  I hoped I wasn’t doing anything else to offend the various castes.  The valley needs people from every caste.  Leisel especially needs the warriors, so irritating them with a Roman training cadre was bad enough.  Hopefully, the dinosaurs would help to make up for it. 

    I really need a manual on how to keep from pissing everyone off.  This is one reason I picked a culture I was reasonably familiar with for raising Phoebe. 

    We ate as we talked and a young man brought in another, much more heavily-laden tray.  Leisel hadn’t expected me today, so her observation about an announcement might actually be a rebuke for not telling her.  We settled on a simple spell to let her know when either of the shifters fired.  It would be more like door chimes than phoning ahead, but she wouldn’t be taken completely by surprise. 

    “Speaking of surprises,” she added. 

    “Uh-oh.” 

    “Why the concern?” 

    “I’m not usually pleased at surprises.” 

    “I have two.” 

    “Now I’m doubly anxious,” I admitted. 

    “You won’t mind.” 

    “So you say.  What’ve you got?” 

    “First, if you have time, I would like you to preside over a ceremony.  There are half a dozen youngsters who are ready to join the ranks of the warrior youth.  It would be an honor if you could oversee the ceremony.” 

    “What do I have to do?” 

    “Sit there.” 

    “Anything I should know?” 

    “They’re all about seven, if it matters.  They’ve been playing games with toy weapons, but now they’ll get their first steel—blunted, of course—and start training in earnest.  In half a year, there’s a similar ceremony for the older trainees where they become full warriors and join the hierarchy ladders.” 

    “And I just sit there and watch them go through the motions?” 

    “Merely having you in attendance is an honor, Mazhani.” 

    “All right.  What’s the other surprise?” 

    “You have four good possibilities for a rezeet and two top contenders for galvanais.” 

    I reflected on how many men might be pleased to gain two to six wives.  Clearly, something is wrong with me beyond the chaos in my blood. 

    “You’ve been busy,” I noted. 

    “There is much to be done.” 

    “I guess.  When do I meet them?” 

    “Whenever you wish.” 

    “Are they here?” 

    “No.  They are still with their families.  What a silly question.” 

    “Right.  Minor house, long distance, questionable safety on the road, all that.  I forget the details, sometimes.  I’m supposed to go to them, right?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Who are they and where?” 

    Leisel smiled at me and suggested we finish breakfast, first.  So we did. 

    She took me to the map room.  The original map I’d bought of the Empire was there, of course, but there were several others of its various regions.  They were quite good, but more like works of art than GPS-defined coordinate maps.  The source image was probably from the sand table, though, so while they were hand-drawn, they were likely to be surprisingly accurate. 

    What leaped out at me wasn’t the ornate chest of drawers with all the maps.  It was the map hanging on the wall.  From the look of it, someone had taken the original map, blown it up to about ten feet on a side, colored it, and turned it into a tapestry. 

    “I had to hire a wizard,” Leisel told me, “but I’m pleased with the result.” 

    “I’m impressed.” 

    “Really?  I wondered.  He said he could imprint it directly on the wall, but I was unsure.  I know the stone moves, but not how or where.  Putting the image on cloth was easier—and cheaper.” 

    “Good thinking.”  I didn’t mention how I thought weaving a map-tapestry would be a nightmare.  So they found a workaround.  Good!  I’m pleased she improvises. 

    As for the wife-shopping trip, Leisel had it all worked out.  The route took me south, then east to the road to Sarashda.  Then it was northwest on another road to and through the Pass of Zyran in the Razikian Range.  The detour to Sarashda was to pick up a coach she’d ordered for me.  It also let us avoid what she called “trails” leading straight to the Pass from Spogeyzer. 

    The idea of avoiding anything the locals thought was more a “trail” than a “road” appealed to me on a fundamental level.  Their idea of a road is two lines of mud with grass down the middle. 

    The northeast end of the Pass ended near the city of Balastada, but I would go around it, not through.  They were less than friendly to “heretics.”  We would skirt the place to take the southeasterly road to Termalada to see the first of the eligible ladies. If I felt like it, we could then journey northeast to Kiristada and possibly east from there to Morilada. 

    “Morilada is on the coast,” Leisel went on.  “It is the only port city aside from Sarashda to accept the heresy of the New Gods.  I think it would be wise to consider the ladies there as prime candidates.  No doubt all the houses in the city would be willing to consider an alliance, but only one can be reasonably made.  It is a pity, too.  They have some of the greatest merchant Houses there, but their ships are still outnumbered.  Any open warfare between factions will fall hard on them.” 

    The idea of taking ship and setting sail from Sarashda occurred to me.  After all, if Morilada is a coast town and likely our best bet, why not start there?  I kept the idea to myself, however.  Intellectually, I knew it was an option, but emotionally?  I hate boats.  I don’t really know how shallow the Shallow Sea is, but I don’t want to find out by sinking into it.  Besides, if Leisel didn’t suggest it, there was probably a good reason.  Being badly outnumbered, fleet-wise, probably had something to do with it. 

    On the other hand, maybe she doesn’t like boats, either.  I never asked. 

    “Why, exactly, do I have to go visit them?  Can’t we conduct the negotiations through a wizard’s glass?” 

    “Would you be content to marry a woman you never met?  Do you think their fathers will part with them without meeting you?  —you upstart,” she added. 

    I grumbled but acknowledged her point.  I didn’t want to marry anyone, but accepted the cultural requirements. 

    “So I have to show up, meet and greet, and decide which one I want for each position?” 

    “In essence, yes.  I’ve assembled your retinue and personal guard, bought things for appropriate pomp, and have a travel wagon prepared for you in Sarashda.  We don’t have a coach builder in the valley, just a wainwright.” 

    Inside, I felt a sinking sensation akin to the one I felt when my Archimedes Ray did awful things to my ship.  At the outset, I had envisioned a quick gate trip to each city, maybe a day or two of getting to know the ladies, cataloguing their apparent genetics, résumés, and personalities before popping back again.  Then, with the route planned out, I envisioned Bronze taking me wherever I had to go.  Now I was the one being saddled, this time with a retinue, an entourage, and retainers. 

    “Hold on,” I interrupted.  “Why all the people?  Can’t I go there myself at really high speed?  I mean, I’m the only one who absolutely has to show up, right?” 

    “Technically, yes,” she agreed, hesitantly.  “It meets the… the minimum social requirements, I suppose.  But it is not done.  This is no casual meeting.  It is a marriage of two houses, especially for the galvanais.  You need to make a good impression as the ruler of a wealthy house, not merely some—forgive me—dusty adventurer from the edge of civilization asking if they have a spare daughter.” 

    “How about I use the barn and shift a whole mess of people over with me?  I can go ahead, set up the landing zone, and poof!  Instant retinue.” 

    Leisel rolled her eyes before she sighed. 

    “You do not understand.  The journey is important.  If you… hmm.”  She thought for a moment, trying to find the words to explain something so obvious no one ever had to explain. 

    “The display of sincerity, of earnest desire, must be present in all you do.  Did you bring a chest of gold as the bride-price?  Yes.  Why not a small pouch of fine gems?  Because the gold is heavier.  You went to this effort to prove your determination, your sincerity.  Did you travel along the roads and suffer both danger and hardships?  Yes.  Because it shows the firmness of your resolve. In all this you demonstrate your strength of purpose, your commitment to finding the women best suited to be members of your House.”   

    My first comment was earthy and sincere. 

    “I get it,” I snapped, before she could reply, and got a grip on my tone.  “Sorry.  I’m not totally up on human social niceties.  Even when I am, I usually find them frustrating and time-wasting.” 

    “I know,” Leisel told me, softly.  “I understand.” 

    “So, rather than show up and suffer through an interview, I have to do things the hardest way possible or I’m going to be regarded as a weenie upstart with no real gumption.  Is this how it works?” 

    “In essence.  You must impress the manzhani of each house—the fathers of the prospective brides—before they will even consider giving you their daughters, even though the women will achieve high station.  Since the validity of your House is in doubt, you must make them believe.  You must remove all doubt.  You must impress them, convince them they are making the right decision for their daughters.” 

    Well, when she put it like that, I saw her point.  If a stranger showed up on my doorstep and offered a big sack of money in exchange for being allowed to marry Phoebe, I might test the pit traps.  Every culture has its courtship rituals.  There were different customs here and I was getting smacked in the chops with some. 

    Make the effort.  No, make it look like a lot of effort.  It has to be impressive, yes—the chest of gold has to be big enough to be worth his time—but it can’t look easy or you’re not really trying.  No, it’s more fundamental:  Impress Dad.  It all boils down to that. 

    I mentally repeated my earlier comment several times.  In hindsight, I probably shouldn’t do that.  I’m psychic.  It might cause a run on the castle toilets. 

    “All right.  Set things up and I’ll be back to… what do I call this?  My pilgrimage?  Go on my shopping trip?” 

    “Seek your brides?” 

    “Oh, that’s perfect,” I said, trying to keep the sarcasm to a minimum.  I couldn’t help but picture Dracula and his “brides.”  Or the Bride of Frankenstein.  What have I gotten myself into?  How did I get myself into this?  And is there an easy way to get out of this?  No? 

    “I’ll be back in a few days,” I went on.  “I have things to take care of that won’t wait for so long, but I’ll set things up to give myself time.” 

    “It will take a few days to put everything here in motion,” Leisel agreed.  She smiled.  “Can you stay for the rest of the day?” 

    “Of course.” 

    “Good.  I shall have a picnic assembled.  Later.” 

      

    The rest of the morning was pleasantly exhausting, which I should have expected.  I managed to rise to the occasion.  Leisel was pleased. 

    She was pleased in a different way when I sat on the Lego Throne.  It’s still there, stark and unadorned, in a sort-of throne room along one side of the castle.  Nobody’s touched it.  Nobody’s presumed to touch it.  The native tendency to carve, mold, incise, gild, paint, and otherwise decorate things hasn’t come anywhere near it. 

    I think it has a stark elegance.  It’s plain.  It’s smooth.  It’s a straight line in a world of curves.  But what do I know? 

    A bunch of kids paraded through, each accompanied by his or her patron.  The kids had a brief battle, wooden swords clacking.  Afterward, Leisel stayed by my left hand—she stood there the whole time—and Velina, on my right, stepped down to the floor level.  The kids formed a line.  One by one, Velina traded steel practice swords for wooden ones. 

    She was uncharacteristically chatty, reciting the same thing over and over with each new fighter:  “The road from life to death is the way of the warrior.”  They each responded, “Life is battle.  Death is the only defeat.” 

    While I did preside over the ceremony, I didn’t do anything.  It did teach me something, though.  I do not fully understand these people.  I get the warrior code thing, sure, but I’m still a bit fuzzy on the whole born-into-the-caste thing.  How do you know what you want to be when you grow up?  You don’t, in my opinion.  You figure it out as you go along.  Maybe being born knowing what you’ll be is a good thing for some people.  It must work, since the Empire has lasted this long. 

    After the ceremony, Leisel had another little chore for me.  We went up to the sand table room. 

    “What’s on your mind?” I asked. 

    “Do you recall the fellow we removed from the practice ground?” 

    “When Velina and Phoebe were practicing?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “I recall.  Someone thinking he might make an assassination attempt?” 

    “I believe so, yes.” 

    “Want me to interrogate him?” 

    “No, I’ve taken care of that.  He was an assassin, but he also had other orders.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “I do not know if I am telling you too much.  I do not know what you know.  If it seems I am covering overly basic and simple things, it is because I wish to be certain we understand each other.” 

    “Of course.  Go right ahead.” 

    “In the course of the interrogation, he divulged several things.  The most pertinent of which is the intent of the Temples—the Old Gods—to destroy La Mancha.  While they are attempting to levy economic sanctions against us, it is difficult to do so without full control of the Empire.  We can trade with Sarashda relatively easily, and the Temples do not quite dare to alienate further any of the political divisions of the Empire.  They know their position is tenuous.  A new god has appeared, so their authority in these matters, once absolute, is now fractured.  If they try to wield it, it may break completely.” 

    “I understand.” 

    “Now, our former prisoner—” 

    “Former?” I echoed. 

    “The dead are not prisoners.” 

    “Ah.  Continue.” 

    “He was willing to come here and serve, but if he saw an opportunity… It would seem you are worth an immense amount—a hundred shiraks of gold.  It is enough to tempt any warrior for hire, if he is willing to stoop to assassination.  It is enough to tempt even some to openly duel with you.” 

    “I’ll bear that in mind.” 

    “Another possibility for great reward,” she went on, “was to be assigned to the Bridgefort.  Under typical circumstances, an army arrives and declares intent.  Personal combat is then offered.  If a contest of champions does not settle the matter, then the generals will consult and determine the balance of forces.  If this, also, does not decide the matter, then there will be battle. 

    “For a city, this means their forces march out and meet the opposition on the field.  Bridgefort is another matter.  There is no clear battleground.  There is barely room for a duel between champions.  Since we cannot march out, the enemy must assault us—one of the few occasions where two forces do not meet on the field.  Bridgefort is both highly respected as a fortification and deeply despised.” 

    “I can only imagine,” I agreed. 

    “Because it is so placed as to forbid a formal battle, many of the finer points of conduct are, if not ignored, at least tolerated.  Since a siege is required, all those tactics that go with an assault on a city are permitted.  Infiltrators may cause havoc, destroy supplies, attack from within, or even open the gate.  If the gate is opened and the invaders successfully enter, they are considered the victors.” 

    “It’s a rule?” 

    “It is a ‘rule,’ as you put it.” 

    “Okay.”  I didn’t mention the fact I had no qualms about ignoring it.  “I take it doofus—our former prisoner—was considering being an infiltrator of that sort?  If a bunch of Temple-hired warriors showed up to invade, he would try to open the drawbridge?” 

    “Yes.  Although, having an opportunity to be close to you, he thought he stood a chance of killing you.  He thought if you died, the rest of us would acknowledge defeat and surrender to the Temples.” 

    “He expected to live?” 

    “He wasn’t the smartest man I’ve ever met,” Leisel told me, dryly.  “There is some justice to his thought, on a political scale.  On a more personal scale, there was no way he survived.” 

    “Some people,” I muttered. 

    “This brings me to another concern.  The number of warriors we have on hand.  I have no way to tell if they are loyal to you or in the pay of the Temples.  Our original band can be trusted.  Your foreign… warriors,” she stumbled a little in calling my drill sergeants warriors.  They didn’t fit in the ladders, they didn’t agree with the local customs, they didn’t care for the ritualized dueling, and they certainly had different gods.  “They are loyal to you, and you alone.  I hope we may also trust the elder warriors, seeking their last quests, but a few may not be as eager to pass from this world as they say.  The rest?  Hirelings.  Possibly hired by more than one side.” 

    “I wouldn’t put it past the Temple to march a hundred men up to the gates as a diversion,” I mused.  “They could draw forces to Bridgefort while the infiltrators attacked us here, inside the castle.” 

    “Or some variation, depending on how well they might coordinate,” she agreed. 

    “I see.  Okay.  Tonight, get them to line up outside the throne room.” 

    Leisel blinked at me for several seconds. 

    “May I ask why?” 

    “Because they’ll line up, file in, walk past me, and either be arrested or sent back to duty.” 

    “How will this…?” 

    “I’ll look inside their hearts and see if there is treachery.” 

    “You can do that?” 

    “Yes.” 

    Leisel nodded sharply and went to make arrangements.   

      

    Night fell, and a dark god lurked in shadows on his throne, passing judgment.  Literally.  I had my altar ego join us for the examination.  If you’re going to do this sort of thing, you want to be certain.  I kept Firebrand unsheathed and lying sideways in front of me, across the arms of the throne. 

    Leisel and my personal guards ushered them in, one at a time, so I could ask them where their loyalties lay.  We looked and listened and judged. 

    Some of them were liars, some were truthful, and some were traitors.  If they immediately admitted they were spies or infiltrators or whatever, I sent them away.  If they denied it, they were arrested.  The vast majority were exactly what they seemed: Honest warriors, looking for a good position.  Out here, they could climb the ranking ladder, get paid to train and practice every day, and stand only light duties—sentry, guards, parade escorts, and so on. 

    Leisel watched me work for a while, but there was nothing much to see.  I stared at each one, asked him a few questions, and handed down judgment. 

    When we were done, she ordered the arrested warriors taken to Bridgefort. 

    “What’s the usual thing, here?” I asked, once the throne room was clear and we were alone.  “They haven’t actually done anything.” 

    “Yes, they have,” she countered, grimly.  “They’ve accepted gold on behalf of an enemy to lie to us, to pretend enlistment in your service, and to betray our trust in a moment of need.  They are, at best, spies.  At worst, traitors.” 

    “They can’t be traitors,” I pointed out.  “They were never on our side.” 

    “A technicality Hazir would appreciate, no doubt.  I do not.  I am more concerned with practicalities.” 

    “All right.  What’s the custom?” 

    “If the enemy had won, they would be rewarded by their true employer.  If we had won, we would have exposed them as traitors and spies, and killed them in their attempts to betray us.  It is rare to have a surviving spy.” 

    “So, there really isn’t anything specific?” 

    “There are a number of possibilities.  Before I go into those, may I ask why you sent the others away?” 

    “They admitted they were sent for nefarious purposes.  They saw me look at them and knew they were caught.  They didn’t lie to my face.  So I sent them back to their masters to report on the uselessness of sending spies.  Now they’ll know not to send any more.” 

    “It will not stop them from hiring fools to make the attempt.  Or offering rewards, which amounts to the same thing.” 

    “No, but it may cut down on their number.  The Temples—and it was the Temples, or priests acting as if they were—who sent these will be reluctant to send anyone competent—and therefore expensive—as replacements.” 

    “I see,” Leisel nodded.  “Very well.  I shall deal with these.” 

    “What’s the plan?” 

    “They will be used for similar purpose:  To deter those who would dare to attempt to deceive the Lord of Secrets.” 

    I thought about it for a moment.  Leisel’s spirit was a hard-edged thing, angry and ashamed.  Angry someone had tried this.  Ashamed fellow warriors would sink so low.  Possibly ashamed there were so many in our ranks after I left things in her care.  Or ashamed I had to find them.  It’s hard to tell. 

    “What do you intend?” I pressed. 

    “I will hang them from the walls of the Bridgefort as a warning.  Each will wear the symbol of the izradi—” the lowest order of the castes, typically the beggars, street-sweepers, nightsoil collectors, gravediggers, and the like “—to show the station of their next rebirth.  One does not challenge the gods with impunity.” 

    I recalled Osric and his cronies were horrified at the idea of being executed instead of ransomed, and especially upset at the idea of being hung.  I gather it’s a humiliation not to be borne.  It’s not how a warrior dies. 

    “Are you sure,” I asked, “this will intimidate, rather than make people angrier?” 

    “I fail to see how it matters.  If they find the price too high, they will not come to us.  If they are angered beyond reason, they will attack.  In either case, we will benefit from the demonstration.” 

    She knows these people better than you do, Boss. 

    Yes, but I’m not entirely comfortable with the fact she’s executing people in my name. 

    How many people has she already executed in your name?  Not as a god, necessarily, but as the ruler of the valley?  You’re the authority.  She’s carrying out her duties.  Everything she does, she does because she thinks it’s the right thing to do, and you did put her in charge. 

    Sometimes, I hate listening to Firebrand. 

    “Very well,” I agreed.  “Please see to it.” 

    Leisel rolled her hand forward, bowed slightly, and backed away from the throne. 

      

    I had an idea, inspired by the Lego Throne.  The Lego Castle. 

    Every time I rearrange the castle, I have to set the spells.  Nobody here understands how they work.  Even if they hired a wizard, he’d have a hard time figuring out how to operate them, much less re-set them.  Imprinting a visualization is difficult for people who don’t have a high-voltage psyche. 

    On the other hand, Legos are some of the most versatile construction toys ever conceived.  They’re also simple enough for any child to use them. 

    About two hundred pounds of Lego later, I had tendrils clicking pieces together in a cloud of plastic construction.  I temporarily reversed the spells on the castle, using them to guide my construction of what already was, rather than having them turn what is into what should be.  The replica of the castle came together with gratifying speed. 

    Then it was a matter of linking, of connecting, of automating and binding.  Do something to the Lego castle and the real castle will try to match it.  Add a tower?  Remove a wall?  Put those stairs elsewhere?  Take it apart and put it back the way you want—and wait. 

    Hmm.  Accidents happen.  Maybe it shouldn’t be on all the time.  Take it apart, put it back together (taking as long as you like), and then tap it with the key-wand to activate the changes?  Yes, that would be best.  The wand can also include an amplifier for the visualization of the changes, to handle the fine details. 

    It’s not Vios, but it’s not bad. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Sunday, May 11th, 1952 

      

    I had to pay close attention to my micro-gates and their temporal ticking.  Ideally, I wanted the house in Iowa to go as slow as possible to avoid the complications of unattended dwellings—bills, taxes, break-ins, storms, whatever.  Conversely, I wanted Phoebe’s world to run faster so I could get more work done toward her midnight avenger safety issues. 

    A pair of gates in Tauta would do the trick.  I could put my timeclock in the castle and forget about it. 

    On the other hand, there was an experiment I’ve been meaning to try. 

    If I put a gate in Tauta, ticking off time with Phoebe’s world, seconds would pass in Tauta while Phoebe’s world had the opportunity to spring ahead between gate-clicks.  This technique is established. 

    What if I also put a gate in Iowa, ticking off time with Tauta?  Would the result be an amplification of the time differential?  Ten ticks of the gate go by in Iowa.  A hundred ticks go by in Tauta.  Tauta’s gate ticks a hundred times—would Phoebe’s world get the equivalent of a thousand ticks?  Is the result multiplicative?  Can I set up a series of gates in a series of worlds and guarantee years go by at one end while seconds go by at the other? 

    Looks like I’ll find out.  The time-tickers are running now. 

    In the meantime, I’ve spent some thought on the subject of Phoebe’s sidekick. 

    I decided to work backward.  What do I want?  Phoebe is going to go do this dangerous thing again.  Let’s not get bogged down with how she grew up, the example of her Pop, or questions of why she enjoys this sort of thing.  She needs someone to back her up so one mistake doesn’t necessarily get her killed. 

    What do we need?  A combatant who can avoid being killed and who can open a can of whupass for her if she needs to ladle out extra helpings.  As a secondary ability, her sidekick needs to be able to avoid being caught doing any of this.  In any world with the rule of law, getting away with it is an important skill. 

    I suppose I could spend time searching for people who are not only extremely dangerous, but who also have an exemplary moral standard.  I can’t search for moral standards via gate, though.  It’s easy enough to do a gate search to find a dying man surrounded by piles of bodies.  No doubt he’d be open to a job offer if it included a health plan.  But what kind of man is he?  Will he keep his word?  Will he enjoy the work?  Will he be more interested in the money or in protecting Phoebe?  Aside from directly eyeballing someone, I have no way to tell. 

    On a personal scale, I can find these qualities, but only by looking at individuals, one at a time, and for a not-insignificant length of time.  I can’t just look over a crowd and pick out the one guy with moral fiber.  My talents run more toward finding the total bastards.  Finding dark ribbons in a swirling rainbow is much easier than finding a particular shade of green.  And, sadly, I haven’t developed a way to do a gate search for moral character. 

    What I want is Seldar, maybe Torvil.  I’m not sure I’d trust Kammen around Phoebe.  —I’m kidding.  The trouble with the Big Three, aside from not being born yet, is they don’t understand the world where Phoebe lives.  Come to think of it, they would stand out for other reasons, too. 

    “Can you describe him, sir?” 

    “Good Christ!  Officer, you’re not going to believe the size of the guy!  See where the doorframe is busted out?  He just walked through it!” 

    “Been dipping into our stash, have we, sir?” 

    Come to think of it, the police might not take the stories of a bunch of drugged-up smackheads as gospel.  Not the first few times, anyway. 

    So, what do I have? 

    First, I need someone from the local world.  This solves the problem of being familiar with the place.  Someone combative enough, aggressive enough, to do this for pay… Do they have mercenaries here?  If I hire one—and pay him more than he’d get by doing this on his own—Phoebe can decide if she likes having a partner.  If we do it right, she can even keep her secret identity!  If she doesn’t like him, she can fire him and start with a new candidate. 

    Can I use a Calling spell to summon one?  Jon taught me how to do it.  I can tinker with the parameters and turn it loose.  Eventually, I’ll get the person I want. 

    The drawback, of course, is “eventually.”  There’s no telling how long it will take.  Perhaps worse, there’s no telling what other sorts of attention it will attract.  I don’t know if it’s perceptible to anyone who doesn’t match the criteria, but all I need is for a local mage to get it on his magical radar and trace it back to me.  And it will be traceable back to me.  That’s the whole point of a Calling spell. 

    Goodness.  Suppose more than one person meets the criteria?  How many people might show up?  How many sidekicks do we need?  How many do we want? 

    No, lets keep this small.  One sidekick.  A single ally.  Which means I need to hunt down a few hundred soldiers of fortune, go over their résumés, and look at each of the finalists intently and in person. 

    I wonder.  Can I pay a fee, meet with an entire mercenary company, and pick the man I want?  I don’t know how organized these things are in Phoebe’s world.  Hell, I didn’t know they were using dirigibles.  You’d think I’d notice, but I don’t recall the last time I looked up and saw a plane, much less checked for flying gasbags.  I blame spending much of my mortal life watching where I put my big feet. 

    I had to admit to myself I didn’t have the slightest idea of how to hire mercenaries.  Not in a technological society, anyway.  This wouldn’t be a problem in Rethven or Tauta or any of a number other worlds.  In a society where open violence as a problem-solving method is reserved for the State, it becomes more problematic.  I mean, offer a lot of money, sure, but how do I find them?  Check the want ads? 

    Since I needed more information on Phoebe’s world, I consulted Zeno.  He’s got more communications capacity than his current gates can handle, so establishing a new, temporary wifi connection in Virginia was no great trick.  The Central Information Directorate—their version of the CIA—had quite a list of mercenaries, assassins, and guns for hire.  Zeno did a quick analysis and presented me with over a dozen likely candidates. 

    “They’re talented, highly skilled, have multiple confirmed kills, bodyguard experience, and have refused jobs projected to have high collateral damage or civilian casualties.” 

    “I’ll need their files, including pictures.” 

    “Downloading to your machine now!” he chirped. 

    “Thanks, Zeno.  How’s the cyberspace environment?” 

    “Dreadfully slow, sir!  No one is even looking at Phoebe.” 

    “Good.  Try to keep it that way.” 

    “Yes, sir!  Is there anything you want done with the excess money?” 

    “What excess money?” 

    “Your investment portfolio is doing well and some of it pays dividends.  You haven’t provided instructions.” 

    “Did I not?” 

    “No, sir!” 

    “Um.  Okay.  Reinvest enough to stay ahead of inflation and put any excess into the Swiss accounts.” 

    “Right away!” 

    I fired up a scrying gate and looked over fourteen people—twelve men and two women—and did slow, careful assessments.  A liking for violence wasn’t a disqualifier, thank goodness, but there were other qualities I wanted. 

    Sifting through someone’s spirit is not something one does in the blink of an eye.  It takes concentration and time to map out the light and dark places in a person’s heart.  I still don’t understand everything about what I see when I look inside a person, but I’ve come to a better appreciation of the details. 

    What I wanted to find was a sense of romanticism, a sort of hero complex.  Perhaps a bit of adventurousness.  Someone who wanted to grow up to be a hero and whose talents dragged them into a military life. 

    What I did not want to find was greed as a primary motivator.  A healthy respect for being paid was fine, but out-and-out greed was not.  Sadism was also right out, along with a delight in killing.  Wanting to hurt someone for being a bastard I can understand.  Wanting to murder someone for similar reasons was acceptable.  But deriving pleasure from inflicting suffering, or taking delight in killing for its own sake, wasn’t going to fly.  Not with Phoebe calling the shots. 

    It took quite a while before I narrowed my choices down to a couple of favorites.  I would have preferred a woman, but, darn it, there aren’t many female mercenaries to choose from.  Not in this world, at least.  I can think of exceptions.  None of the ones here made the cut.  Three men made my list of most likely candidates.  I did gate searches and reviewed them all by eye. 

    I discovered something important.  If I open a gate, I can look through it directly, using my night-eyes and VampVision™.  The risk, of course, is opening a gate somewhere sunlit and frying an eyeball to a smoking cinder. 

    Once again, and for the record, this hurts. 

    However, the good news is I can open a gate to somewhere in a sunny time zone and look through, provided the gate isn’t itself exposed to sunlight.  Indirect sunlight is bad, direct sunlight is worse, but in the back room of some bar with all the windows shut?  I can watch the poker game and not even feel discomfort.  Well, aside from the tobacco smoke.  Likewise, someone lying in a dark, nasty little jail cell in some third-world prison is someone I can spy on all I want, also without crisping one of my eyes. 

    Sadly, candidates one and three lacked qualities I wanted, or had qualities I did not want.  Candidate two, on the other hand, I came back to as the best of my limited pool of options. 

    Tuning in on him again, he was still sitting in a seedy bar, slowly working his way through a drink.  He was either meeting someone or considering his career options.  Possibly both. 

    I was using a jeweler’s loupe for the eyeball gate, and the opening manifested as a hole in the ceiling.  I reviewed his inner lights with even more attention to detail.  Looking inside him and consulting with Firebrand, I got the impression he was in the business not because he wanted to be, necessarily, but because he was unable to do—or felt he was not suited for—anything else.  He was smart and educated and quite capable of holding down an office job, but it would have sucked the soul out of him.  Being a soldier of fortune was his life and he accepted it as such.  You do what you’re good at, not necessarily what you enjoy.  He did enjoy it, I think, but there was enough about the lifestyle that he wasn’t entirely pleased with it. 

    I empathized with him immediately.  Whether he would enjoy being a sidekick for a green girl playing at superhero was an open question.  I suspected he might.  There was more than a hint of the romantic in him.  He could do the job.  He might even be better than most.  I would have hired him as my personal sidekick and pulled a few social-justice-warrior jobs first, but it would take weeks to go through all that and I was in a bit of a hurry. 

    There followed another time-ticker gate to another world, and a lot of setup and preparation work therein.  If I hired him, I would have to follow through, and it’s important to make the right impression.  I had to be ready with money, equipment, and perks. 

    Ha.  I had to be ready to be impressive.  I’m not sure it was good practice for impressing some young lady’s father in Tauta, but the parallel amused me. 

    A few hours later—his time—he was still in the same bar.  I don’t know how they do it here, but I presume he was killing time while waiting for a job call.  Was there a fixer for these things?  Or was he waiting for someone in particular to show up?  I have no idea. 

    I walked out of a crude little shack behind the bar.  It was labeled as a toilet, a banheiro, but I wouldn’t rate it so highly.  I was only too happy I didn’t need to breathe at the time.  I used a cleaning spell on myself once I was out.  Merely being inside that box made me feel like sunset all over again.  At least I wasn’t going to sweat in the night’s hot, humid air. 

    I went inside and half the bar watched me.  The other half pretended not to.  A few men grinned in anticipation.  I was the only one in a suit and tie.  I was not the only one armed. 

    If the interview didn’t go well, dinner was still an option. 

    I looked around the room, straightened my tie, and ambled over to his table.  He watched me without making a production of it and met my eyes when I arrived. 

    “Please pardon me for disturbing you.” 

    “What do you want?” he asked.  He wasn’t belligerent.  No-nonsense.  Businesslike.  Not unfriendly, but polite with a clear unwillingness to be tolerant.  I liked him. 

    “I’m new at this, so I don’t know how to be subtle about offering someone a job.  I hope you’ll understand.  May I join you?” 

    Now he made a show of looking at me.  A suit and light skin marked me as an outsider in these parts.  The dominant language was Portuguese, so I understood most of the patrons’ crude humor, all at my expense.  Some of the idioms were unfamiliar, but I got the gist.  At least it was a fairly quiet bar.  No flashing lights or thumping music, just an antique jukebox in the corner playing Cual Es Tu Nombre. 

    “I’m going to guess you aren’t here to kill me,” he said, quietly.  He had one hand on his drink and the other out of sight beneath the table.  “Even someone brand-new at the job wouldn’t be this stupid,” he finished. 

    “No, sir.  I truly am here to offer you a job.” 

    “Then you’d better sit down and order a round,” he suggested.  I did so, keeping my hands above the table the whole time.  The waiter caught my signal and brought another beer.  After a sip, my prospective employee said, “All right.  Why me?” 

    “Because you’re here and, I think, available.  Are you?” 

    “What’s the job?” he asked, avoiding the question. 

    “I know a person who is attempting to… how shall I describe this?  Someone whose impatience with law enforcement has overcome good sense.” 

    “Go on,” he said.  I saw a flicker of interest in him.  He thought he had an inkling of what was coming.  He probably thought it was a single-instance job, maybe a revenge killing.  Murder wasn’t a problem for him, provided there was a sufficient reason—something more than money.  Money was negotiable. 

    “The person I’m hiring for is a wrecking machine and capable of almost anything.  Unfortunately, we’re talking about one person, not a group.  If anything goes wrong, it goes badly and probably irreversibly wrong.  There’s no backup, no cushion, no margin.  Follow?” 

    “Completely.  You want a bodyguard.” 

    “Partly.  I want to hire a partner.  At the very least, an assistant.” 

    “For?” 

    “An ongoing job.  There are a number of instances coming up and a second pair of hands would not go amiss.  The job involves physical work roughly once a week and consultation in the planning phases betweentimes.” 

    “Am I likely to kill someone?” 

    “At your discretion.  It’s not required, other than as the situation calls for it.  People are likely to resist.  Many may use lethal force.” 

    “Who?” 

    “As I understand it, low-level dealers and distributors of illegal substances.” 

    “Where?” 

    “The greater New York City area.” 

    He grunted thoughtfully and sipped at his beer again. 

    “That could be a problem.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “I have warrants in the States.” 

    “Part of the price would include top of the line medical care, including treatment of any old wounds, removal of identifying scars or tattoos—at your discretion—and even facial reconstruction, dental work, and fingerprint alteration.” 

    The only outward indicator of surprise was the rise of his dark eyebrows. 

    “Why me?” he asked.  I carefully withdrew a notepad, giving him plenty of opportunity to see I was being harmless.  I flipped it open and went down my list. 

    “Let’s see… Marine corps, one and a half tours, discharged.  Something to do with a disagreement with your lieutenant?” 

    He didn’t say anything.  According to the incident report in his file, he slugged his lieutenant as part of an argument.  The subject?  He was ordered to lob a grenade into a building with a terrorist.  A terrorist, and about a dozen noncombatants, several of them children. 

    “I understand if you don’t want to answer.  Three years with the Chicago police department.  File says you quit.  Can you tell me why?” 

    “I didn’t like the job.” 

    “Oh?  Why not?” 

    “Because I thought I could do some good as a cop.  You can’t.  For every perp you bust, two more take his place.  All cops do is drag people in.  The legal system either lets them go or locks them up with others like them to be a drain on society for the rest of their lives.” 

    “And this is why you’re a mercenary?  Why not get another job?” 

    “What other job?”  He snorted.  “It’s not like my MOS has any application to civilian life.  I shoot people.  I’m good at it.” 

    “But not rich.” 

    “What are you getting at?” 

    “You need a job and have a history of refusing to do particularly distasteful things.” 

    “That’s true.” 

    “Which one?” 

    “You pick.  Look, buddy, if you’re so new at this, how did you get my history?” 

    “I’m powerful, connected, and a quick study.” 

    “If you’re so powerful and connected—and for the third time—why me?” 

    “This is illegal.  It requires discretion.  It’s off the books.  While you’ll be working for someone in the field… No, let me correct that.  You’ll be working with someone in the field.  Ultimately, the person you’ll be working for is me.  Your job will be to assist and protect the person you are working with.  In every way.  From the people who would do violence, from foolish mistakes, from the law—all of it.  In addition to your skill set, I think you have enough moral fiber to do it.  Or enough of a hero complex.” 

    “Hmm.”  He thought about it.  “Aside from the benefits, what’s it pay?” 

    “Name a figure.” 

    “You say it’s likely to be once a week?” 

    “On average, yes.  Perhaps less.” 

    “Ten thousand a week,” he suggested.  I smiled inwardly.  It was an outrageous figure. 

    “Ten thousand a month,” I suggested.  I would cheerfully have paid him what he asked, but he expected to haggle. 

    “Five grand a week.” 

    “Actually,” I reflected, “a weekly payment might be better.  Twenty-five hundred a week.” 

    “Four grand and you pick up ammo expenses.” 

    “Three grand and I pick up the tab on an apartment.” 

    “In New York?” 

    “Manhattan.” 

    “What part?” he asked. 

    “Harlem,” I suggested. 

    “I used to live there,” he countered.  “Upper East Side.” 

    “Chelsea.” 

    He made a face and threw back, “Midtown.” 

    I pretended to think about it.  It wouldn’t be far from Phoebe’s place. 

    “All right.  Three grand a week and a Midtown apartment.  I’ll also pick up equipment expenses.” 

    “Done.”  He sucked down the last of his beer.  “When do I start?” 

    “I’ll arrange an introduction and we’ll get you some preliminary equipment.  You can requisition whatever else you want through her.  She’ll let you know when she’s going out on a job.” 

    “She?” 

    “What would you like in the way of gear?” I asked, ignoring his question.  “Bear in mind all this will likely take place in an urban environment.” 

    “We shouldn’t talk further business here,” he pointed out. 

    “Splendid.  Your place or mine?” 

    “Yours.  I’m sure you already know where I’m staying.” 

    I appreciated his confidence.  I had no idea where he was staying, but I wasn’t about to disillusion him. 

      

    Phoebe wasn’t against the idea of a sidekick, but she didn’t show any enthusiasm for it, either.  I don’t think she saw it as interfering with her project.  Rather, I think she was hoping I would do it with her, rather than find her a babysitter. 

    She’s never liked babysitters.  There were rare occasions when I needed someone with hands to supervise her.  It never went well.  Daycare was one thing.  It wasn’t her house.  But a stranger in her house, telling her “No”?   

    Nevertheless, she promised to give Ken—Kenneth Rikkard, according to him, and it matched an alias on file—a tryout to see if they could work together. 

    I kept my part of the bargain.  Ken and I went to a warehouse and through a door.  He had no way of knowing the door didn’t lead elsewhere in the warehouse.  Hired staff took care of the appearance of doctors and nurses and orderlies.  I had a brief discussion with Ken about what we were going to do, got some input on his preferences, and put his lights out. 

    At that point, I paid off my hirelings and sent them on their way.  Let them tell anyone they wanted.  I was never coming back to their world. 

    I started by altering his face.  I moved his cheekbones, diminished his eyebrow ridge a trifle, altered the pattern of his beard, edged his hairline forward, darkened his skin another shade, broadened his chin and gave it a dimple.  I had him wear bandages over his entire face for a couple of days, of course, to lessen the level of weird, but it was still a stunning change.  I lessened the technological marvel a bit by inflicting a little mild tissue damage just under his skin.  The altered areas would be bruised and sore for a week while he “recovered” from the “surgery.” 

    Among the other things done to him, I gave him new fingerprints.  He had quite a lot of cartilage needing repairs, too.  He gained five pounds of muscle.  Several minor parasites and a couple of dormant infections went away.  He even lost his scars and all his previous dental work—he grew a whole new set of teeth.  Two titanium plates and six screws came out, while I was at it, and I told his bones to shape up.  He didn’t know it, but I even caused the blood vessels in his eyeballs to move around a bit.  This was in addition to encouraging them to a slight increase in the density of rods and cones.  No retina scans!  The only way to identify him now was a DNA test. 

    Or would even that work?  Since I told his body to accept the changes as his new, natural, default condition, his DNA might reflect it.  Someday, I’ll run a test subject through an analyzer and find out. 

    Outwardly, he took it all in stride.  Inwardly, he was apprehensive.  From his point of view, he was working for Someone.  Not merely a guy with money, but, as I put it before, someone powerful and connected.  It sobered him and made him extremely serious.  The things I listed for him, the changes he observed, were bleeding-razor-edge medical technology, accessible only to billionaires in the industry and maybe a few governments.  It didn’t intimidate him, which I liked, but it did convince him crossing me was a Bad Idea. 

    I did not contradict this idea.  Why should I?  He was correct. 

    Later, while he recuperated at his apartment, he paged through various pictures of guns, body armor, and other equipment.  He selected what he wanted and I went off to fetch things.  Twenty minutes and a couple of footlocker-sized boxes later, he was even more impressed. 

    I deliberately made it look easy.  I went to considerable effort to make it look easy.  It’s important to make a good impression when you’re pretending to be the mastermind behind a shadowy organization.  He never got a glimpse of how much prep work went into it all. 

    “All right, you’re unrecognizable, well-equipped, and about to get paid.  What do you favor for a name?” 

    “I’m not sure.  I get to choose?” 

    “We’ll whip you up an identity around any name you like.” 

    “I’m partial to ‘Jason,’ if that’s all right.” 

    “Sure.  Last name?” I asked.  He gave it a moment’s thought. 

    “Iolcos.” 

    I dutifully wrote that down, noting he was a student of the classics.  The fact wasn’t in his file.  Zeno whipped up fresh documentation for him, arranged for a weekly deposit in his brand-new bank account, and did sneaky things to the apartment building’s tenant registration.  I thumped a bundle of cash on his dining room table. 

    “There’s a signing bonus and walking-around money.  All your new papers and cards and things should arrive in the mail this week or the next, all in order and produced by the appropriate authorities.” 

    He accepted the cash and nodded, mouth in a tight line.  I bid him a good evening and he showed me out.  Once in the hall, Firebrand spoke up. 

    Boss? 

    I adjusted the hilt where it crossed the small of my back.  The rest of the sword disappeared into an unusually deep pocket. 

    What’s up? 

    He’s wondering what he’s gotten himself into. 

    Is he planning to back out? 

    Not a bit.  He’s delighted at the work done, but he’s nervous about what he’s going to be asked to do.  He thinks he’s a pawn in a much larger game.  He’s worried he’s either going to have to do something too brutal for his tastes, or he’s going to be sacrificed as part of the game. 

    As long as he keeps his end of the bargain, the only thing he has to worry about is street-level thugs with guns. 

    And if he doesn’t? 

    He’ll have to worry about me. 

    After all this, Boss, that’s exactly what he’s worried about. 

    Good. 

    Good? Firebrand asked, startled. 

    He’s not an idiot. 

      

    Phoebe and I set up a meeting.  I stayed out of it, sitting quietly in a corner of the cheesebox motel room where they met.  They looked at maps, floor plans, and so on.  He deferred politely to her, which both Phoebe and I appreciated.  He also had questions about how to proceed—things Phoebe couldn’t answer immediately, which I appreciated even more.  It made her think.  She’s a hell of a fighter and her tactical sense is good, but she’s not experienced. 

    After he went home, Phoebe and I discussed him. 

    “What do you think?” 

    “I think he’s a pro.  I’m a little worried about how he’s going to react to me taking point.” 

    “Just pretend he’s not there,” I suggested.  “He’s your backup.” 

    “Yeah, but it makes me nervous.” 

    “So go with him to a paintball course.  Play combat games with him.  They have laser guns and sensor harnesses.  Get a VR helmet and run some courses.  Work with him on going through buildings.  Get practice in urban warfare—modern urban warfare—until you understand what he’s doing and why.  When you’re comfortable with him, let him come along.” 

    “Say, that’s a good idea, Pop!  I forgot paintball was a thing in this world.” 

    “I sometimes come up with a good idea.” 

    “My Pop,” she said, and kissed my cheek.  “You’re smarter than you think.” 

    “Maybe.  I’d rather be wise than smart.  Keep me posted on your sidekick.” 

    “I will!” 

      

    With the sidekick box tentatively checked, I went to make sure the divinity dynamo plant was running smoothly.  The robots were still building the things and installing them, so no major problems there. I had to adjust a few details, but that’s to be expected in a robotic production line. The giant dynamo?  Still growing. 

    What else?  The house?  It’s in good shape and Gus is napping by the fireplace.  He spends most of his time here, since Phoebe isn’t at her home all that much.  At least she keeps his dishes full. 

    Damn it.  I’m out of excuses. 

    I armored up, buckled on both swords, went out to the garage, and we shifted to Tauta. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 22nd Day of Salaskir, Year of the Falkennin 

      

    Leisel, being annoyingly efficient, had everything all laid out.  Sometimes I wish she wasn’t quite so competent.  Then I come to my senses and realize it’s a good thing she is, especially when it comes to things I don’t want to do. 

    The sacrifices I make because I feel responsible.  Damn it.  I wonder if there’s a world where procrastination is a virtue?  I should look for it.  Later. 

    I made sure I reversed my various time-ticker micro-gates.  During the sidekick hunt, they slowed down Tauta.  Now they speeded it up so I could handle the wife hunt.  I can’t put worlds on hold, but Iowa can run slow, and Phoebe’s world can run even slower.  This way I was less likely to get an emergency call in the middle of something else. 

    If I could be sure of a big enough time differential, I’d slow Tauta down, speed up Phoebe’s world, and get all that sorted out before tackling another damn political marriage.  I should never have introduced her to Tauta, either.  Or not until later.  As it is, she can drop in anytime and screw up the time differential.  At least by running Tauta extra fast, she’s not going to reverse it.  If she drops in, she’ll be glad Tauta is running fast while her world slows down. 

    Students do like long weekends. 

    We were about ready to head out, but Bronze had a delay.  If I was off to seek a wife, she wanted to stay in the valley for a bit.  And she wanted me to fetch more things for her big rig.  I did so, keeping my curiosity in check. 

    “By the way, what’s with the enclosed… what are those?  Mud guards?  The shell over the wheels.” 

    I’d see what they were in due time.  She was working on an idea and the major overhaul was almost done. 

    “Hmm.  All right, it’s your wardrobe.  I look forward to seeing it.” 

    She assured me she was even more eager to try it. 

    Outside the barn, I climbed onto a wagon.  Velina and I faced backward, sitting on a passenger bench behind the driver.  It was awkward.  We had to take off our swords—two swords, in my case—to sit down.  Whoever designed the seats was not a warrior and did not consult one.  Firebrand was amused at my difficulties, the jerk. 

    Once we situated ourselves, Velina thumped on the driver’s seat and he shook the reins.  We rolled out at a walk, led by a trio of riders and followed by thirty infantry.  The baggage train took a little longer to get moving, but they brought up the rear. 

    We’re on our way. 

      

    Addendum.  I was mistaken about the baggage train being in the rear.  Another three riders bring up the rear.  I didn’t see them beyond the other wagons, at first.  At least they’re taking security seriously on this trip. 

    I do not like the fact they feel they need to.

  


   
    Tauta, 23rd Day of Salaskir, Year of the Falkennin 

      

    We’re making good time, if by “good time” you mean proceeding at the best possible speed for a horse-drawn caravan.  It is not what I’m used to.  It doesn’t help that the wagons look like they’re meant to be four-horse things.  They’re being hauled by two horses each.  The valley doesn’t have many horses, so even the minimal requirements of this little caravan put a heck of a dent in the supply. 

    I have resisted the temptation to be a horse thief.  I could get them from elsewhere in Tauta, true, or swipe some from any old Earth.  But then what do we do with them?  There’s limited grazing land in the valley and I don’t know how many we can afford to keep! 

    We hit the village of Spogeyzer late last night, mostly because they had to wait until I was ready, yesterday.  Velina used a pocket mirror to report to Leisel on our progress, keeping her informed.  This morning, we mounted up and headed out again.   

    I’ve tried to engage Velina in conversation, but it doesn’t work.  She answers any question I ask, but the terse way she speaks doesn’t encourage chit-chat.  I wondered where Tessera was.  Probably still in the castle, sticking near Leisel.  Leisel doesn’t necessarily need a bodyguard, but it’s good to have someone on hand responsible for the duty. 

    I suspect Velina is my bodyguard.  Firebrand finds that endlessly amusing.  I’m not sure why it thinks this is so funny.  Sure, it’s a little funny, the mortal bodyguard for the vampire.  I get it.  But Firebrand practically cackles over it.  Jerk. 

    I wish Bronze were here.  I’m not used to this slow, plodding pace.  We’re going to walk the whole way?  Of course we are.  They don’t have cars, rails, planes, or even enough horses to spare.  And the roads are just as bad as I remember them.  Once we got out of the mountains, they went from mediocre to terrible.  At least things are relatively dry, so we can make… I almost said we could make good time.  We’re not going to do that.  Dry roads mean we make better time, maybe. 

    While I’m on the subject of travel time, I’m not even sure why there’s an infantry element.  If I’d set this up—assuming I didn’t step through a gate—I’d have nothing but cavalry.  Is this all for show?  Does it provide the necessary pomp and circumstance?  Or is a light, fast force not sufficient to the dangers of the road?  I don’t travel like mortal men often enough to know! 

    Come to think of it, the Tassarian Empire as a whole doesn’t have much in the way of cavalry.  There are fast harriers, horse archers, but not much else.  Most of their “cavalry” is to get fighters to where they’re needed.  They dismount and join in the fray.  They do very little fighting from horseback.  Their idea of combat involves warriors facing warriors.  Even in battles, it’s pretty much every man for himself in the pursuit of glory and fame.  Oh, and victory for our side, of course.  I think the theory is if every warrior wins his personal battles, the larger battle will take care of itself. 

    Maybe I should expand on my training cadre.  The Romans are teaching at least some of the warriors to fight like an army, but they aren’t big on later developments in the art of warfare.  They don’t understand heavy cavalry units.  Maybe I should train warhorses and lancers.  If it comes down to a fight, smashing through the enemy lines has got to count for bonus victory points. 

    Leisel made sure to provide a place for me to store my gear.  The wooden chest is longer than most.  Long enough to lay a whole suit of armor down in it.  It’s well-made and it’s light-tight. 

    Velina has made no comments, asked no questions.  I lie down in the box and she sits on it with her sword across her lap, waiting for me to knock.  She doesn’t say much when I’m out of it, either, but she specifically doesn’t talk about the box.  I wonder what Leisel’s told her.  I’m afraid to ask.  At least I also have a private tent.  So far, I don’t think anyone else has been let in on my peculiarity. 

    I’ve added a shift-spell to the box.  If worst comes to worst—if I’m interrupted during a change—I’ll vanish before frying.  I hope it doesn’t come to that. 

    While sunset and sunrise are more concerning than usual, out on the trail, the arrangements are adequate.  People are busy settling in or striking camp when I’m at my most vulnerable.  I’m not expected, required, nor welcome in these duties.  During the day, I’m a passenger.  I have nothing to do.  At night, it’s even worse.  Everyone is asleep but the sentries. 

    I’m getting bored, and that’s dangerous.

  


   
    Tauta, 30th Day of Salaskir, Year of the Falkennin 

      

    You’d think wagon trains and footsloggers are about as fast as a regular hike, but you’d be wrong.  There’s a rule of thumb for how fast a group goes: Figure out the daily march of the slowest person in the party and take five percent less.  I don’t remember where I picked up that tidbit of wisdom—Raeth, probably—but it’s not complete.  For every doubling in size, take one more percent off the daily march. 

    I will freely admit it is a long march from Spogeyzer down and across to Sarashda, then up to the Pass of Zyran in the Razikian Range.  The road-like things are fine in good weather and we had good weather.  But, oh my gods, demi-, hemi-, semi-, and otherwise, traveling with four dozen people takes forever!  What I think of as a march is walk until it’s almost too dark to see, pitch a tent, cook something for dinner, and go to sleep.  This is impossible with, A: humans, and B: so large a group.  We have a campsite to construct.  There are latrines to dig.  Cookware is broken out.  Firewood collected.  Rations prepared.  Tents raised.  In some cases, furniture is offloaded from the wagons! 

    And, from my point of view, the worst of the worst:  People halt for the night.  Most of them sleep.  There are watches posted, of course, but my point is we stop.  We pick a spot and occupy it for hours!  We move like molasses in January to begin with and we waste half our time with meals, water call, latrine stops, rest breaks, and camping overnight.  

    I admit it.  I’m not used to this.  I got used to it with Raeth and Bouger when we were traveling together, but—from my perspective—it was a long time ago! 

    I spend a lot of the night inside my headspace, pretending to meditate.  I’m trying to use my time wisely.  I generally get through two bugs a night.  I’m also reviewing what I know about angels and working out prototype spells to keep one trapped inside a body.  I have to come up with more than one.  I don’t know how well they’ll work, so I’ll have to try them and see.  The prospect does not fill me with an abundance of delight.  Caution, concern, worry, fear, and anxiety?  Yes.  But no delight. 

    If the experiment is potentially explosive and you can’t reduce the quantities involved, it’s time to beef up the safety equipment.  If you survive, you can come up with a better procedure for the next try.  You still have to survive to learn from it. 

    As for the days, I started with a wagon to ride in.  It was… not comfortable.  I mean, it was slightly better than walking, but not as much as you’d think.  The suspension systems in a wagon are suspiciously close to nonexistent.  When we reached Sarashda, we picked up the majority of our traveling supplies and my new coach.  We also picked up twelve more horses, as per plan.  We would need them to get up some of the steeper mountain trails in the pass. 

    My new coach is a bit more comfortable and reminds me of a stagecoach.  It’s not as high and somewhat more boxy, but it’s definitely designed for people, not cargo.  It has a couple of primitive leaf springs to cushion the blows, but no shock absorbers to reduce the bounce.  The interior is well-padded.  At any good speed, Velina and I would be rattled like dice in a cup, but at least it would be into cushions. 

    I hate it.  I want to take it apart and fix it.  This is hard to do while we’re moving, though. 

    As a result, I spend a fair amount of the day walking with the escort force, talking to people.  I mean, I can eat my way to an education, sort of, but it helps me process—or digest?—what I’ve absorbed if I consciously use it.  Talking with people, hearing about where they came from and about their lives… it helps.  I developed a better understanding of the Tassarian Empire as we marched along. 

    I also pop scrying sensors whenever I notice them.  Someone was peeping at us on the second day out.  Whoever it was will need a new mirror.  Possibly medical care for the flying shards of glass.  When I hit the things, I hit them hard. 

    This is one reason you do not replace a missing eye with a crystal ball.  Not if you have any sense, anyway. 

    The wand I enchanted to pop scrying sensors was still in the valley.  I fetched it through a gate and spent an evening upgrading it.  The most important thing was a feedback suppressor.  Someone’s had a mirror shatter because of that wand.  Just because they haven’t yet figured out how to bounce the surge back doesn’t mean there isn’t a grumpy wizard rubbing his scars and muttering angrily over his research.  I figured I should stay a step ahead. 

    I also gave it more power crystals, tripling the power of each shot.  It’s still six shots before recharging, but now I’m reasonably sure each shot breaks an enchanted scrying device.  What it does to someone who cast the spell is indeterminate, but they won’t enjoy it.  I’m hoping for burst blood vessels if we can’t set his brain on fire. 

    Note to self: include a feedback surge suppressor in my scrying spells.  I’ve already updated my normal scrying spell.  Next time I’m in front of the La Mancha sand table, I’ll take care of it, too. 

    The wand is my way of telling nosy spellcasters to get out and stay out, assuming they live through it.  Out on the road, when I pop someone’s scrying spell, I’m blasting it with everything I can scrape together.  In a high-magic world like Tauta, that’s a pretty significant blast. 

    I figure word will get around about my low tolerance for spies. 

    Two others have tried since I exploded the first one, but I think they were spells.  At best, those casters have nosebleeds and, if conscious, a headache.  I think it likely they’re bleeding in the brain, but I don’t think I killed them outright.  I bet magical medical attention will solve the problem.  Still, I didn’t hold back in swatting them.  The magical backlash had to be a bitch. 

    I returned the upgraded wand to the valley and, since I was bored, I built another one.  It’s mostly a power focus so I can hit scrying spells faster and harder.  The scriers now try to shut down their spells when they realize I’ve noticed them, so I need to be fast on the draw.  The next person remote-viewing us is going to have the top of his head blown off.  Possibly metaphorically, but don’t bet on it. 

    I also got to know the people I’m traveling with a bit better.  More importantly, they got to know me.  All of them recognized me on sight—or my armor, or Firebrand—but only about half of them ever met me before, even in passing.  The rumors, of course, were wildly varied.  Yes, I’m the avatar of the Master of Secrets, the Lord of Fire and Shadow, but that’s just, you know, official.  Unofficially, I’m the reincarnation of the First Warrior.  I’m a wizard who mastered his craft and turned his hand to being a warrior, or vice-versa.  I’m an emissary from the old Empire-Beyond-the-Sea, come to bring a new religion, create a new empire, build an army, or who knows what. 

    It’s not always easy to have a conversation with someone who doesn’t know what to make of you.  On the other hand, they all enjoy a good marching song.  I’ve learned several in the course of my misadventures, so I taught them a couple.  Fortunately, I don’t have to carry a tune, just belt out the words on the beat. 

    Still, no matter what the rumor, I’m the guy who owns the valley and pays the bills.  If I’m here to recruit an army, great.  It’s nice to be on the winning side.  If all I need is a fancy escort, who turns down easy duty?  They were pretty cheerful about the job.  They had only the soldierly, reflexive bitching about a long walk. 

    I also confirmed what I suspected about their function.  The escort, aside from being a deterrent to opportunists along the way, was there to give me pomp and circumstance when arriving.  Leisel picked these people for their looks as well as for their skills.  The handsomest men, the prettiest women, the fanciest armor, the shiniest swords, the newest shields, the formal silks—all the stuff for looking good. 

    The silks are like ribbons or handkerchiefs, generally in bright colors, and they get mounted on the shoulders and the crest of the helmets.  They don’t wear them on the trail.  I’m certain there is some sort of significance to the colors or arrangements.  It’s probably family-related, but I think there’s some sort of ladder-ranking indication, too.  I haven’t asked for details, since I “should” already know all this. 

    In between conversations, I’ve been making life easier for everyone.  Cleaning spells are reasonably simple.  Even adding the self-powering module in the spell design isn’t all that hard.  Now their armor cleans itself as we go along.  Most of it is mirror-bright.  The side effect of keeping the wearer clean is just a bonus.  Swords?  Polishing and sharpening.  Some of them were enchanted already, but I’m adding a spell, not adding another enchantment.  There’s no internal conflict.  Shields?  A cleaning spell and a repair spell are in order.  Can’t have nicks and scrapes to mar the shiny good looks. 

    It also cuts down on the care and maintenance time, giving us more time on the road.  Yes, it’ll help us look good when we get wherever we’re going, but it will also get us there a little quicker. 

    I’ve also helped out with injuries.  A turned ankle normally rides a wagon for a while.  He was back on his feet the next day.  One lady bit into dinner and found something much too hard.  We didn’t pull the tooth.  A little bone-welding, a little healing magic, and it stopped hurting in ten minutes.  Getting the occlusion right was trickier, but she was fine the next day. 

    Speaking of regeneration, we’ve run out of scars and similar old wounds.  Nothing is aching, throbbing, or even giving a twinge.  The missing fingers, teeth, and miscellaneous minor body parts are taking longer, but they’re all on the mend. 

    All this has been met with mixed feelings.  You’d think they would love it.  To be fair, they do.  It’s great.  Nobody denies it.  On the other hand, it makes them nervous. 

    I’m overdoing it.  I know I am.  They’re looking at this outlay of power and ability and thinking frightened thoughts.  It would take a dozen wizards to do what I’ve done in the same amount of time, assuming they knew all the necessary spells. 

    But I’m bored.  Bored, bored, borrrrrred.  Raising Phoebe, I’ve been many things, but bored was never one of them.  Here and now, on the trail, I can’t begin to express how bored I am.  I have to be doing something more than riding in a carriage and counting trees as they go by. 

    Bronze assures me it won’t be a problem for much longer, but she won’t tell me how or why.  I trust her, but this isn’t helping me right now. 

    I swear I’m going to start borrowing unenchanted blades and see how many I get through before Bronze does whatever it is she’s planning. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 32nd Day of Salaskir, Year of the Falkennin 

      

    We don’t have any unenchanted blades.  Not now, anyway. 

    It’s a high-magic world, I have nothing to do in the carriage, and when we camp, I don’t sleep.  Besides, everybody needs an enchanted sword, don’t they?  Even the existing enchanted swords could use a tune-up.  Right?  And magic shields are nice, too, right?  And who would turn down an enchantment on their armor? 

    Come to that, does anyone want an existing enchantment upgraded?  Yes?  Hand it here. 

    I also cast a few more utility spells.  The wagon wheels are regenerating, so they won’t break from wear and tear.  All the horseshoes are gradually wearing away the hoof, keeping it trimmed, while the nails and shoes keep nestling firmly to it.  No throwing a shoe on the trail, and maybe no need to re-shoe any of these horses ever again.  We have a dozen fire spells on twigs—matches!  You break the twig and toss it into the soon-to-be campfire.  A globe of fire appears for about two minutes, then the magic wears out and, if you’ve done it right, you have a normal fire. 

    It was something to do on the way to the Pass. 

    The Pass of Zyran runs through the Razikian Range.  On foot, it’s a good distance northwest of Sarashda and not what I’d call user-friendly. 

    Going through the Rockies or other mountain ranges in a car is easy.  There’s a smooth road, sometimes rather steep, but it’s tarmac, asphalt, or concrete the whole way.  The worst hazards are the occasional fallen rock and idiots behind the wheel. 

    Not so in a mountain pass in the Tassarian Empire! 

    I swear, these morons don’t understand how important roads are.  They certainly don’t know how to build one.  I’m going to have to do something about it.  I’m also going to have to put in a shortcut from the pass to Spogeyzer.  This detouring through Sarashda took us much too far out of the way, fancy coach or not. 

    Let me be clear: the Pass of Zyran is a mountain pass.  It is not a road.  It is a path, at best.  At worst, it’s a rocky place that can be negotiated, with care and effort.  It is not even close to what I would call a road.  At some time in the past, people came through here and cleared a way through the mountains.  No doubt they started with a goat path and, by dint of sincere effort and much sweat, turned most of it into a trail. 

    In spots, one can reach out of a coach and touch rock face on one side, then stick one’s head out the other side and look straight down a drop.  I know this for a fact and sincerely wish I did not. 

    Some places in the pass are actually quite comfortable.  These are pleasant little spots where the mountains shelter little dells and valleys, happy plateaus of level stability.  Then one gets back on the track and hopes it hasn’t washed out or been lost to a landslide. 

    This road hasn’t been built.  It’s been stomped out of the countryside by thousands of big, flat feet, wagon wheels, and a collection of hooves.  Sometimes it’s smooth, because the ground was smooth.  Other times it’s bumpy, lumpy, and irregular because of the rocks, or because of the tree stump someone dug out of the way before they failed to fill in the hole properly. 

    I don’t want to talk about it, but I will say this:  Never trust a puddle. 

    It started to rain about the time we cleared the foothills and hit rocky slopes.  This is not what one might call “helpful.”  We forged on until we found a good spot to stop.  Now we’re in a small dell overlooking a gulch and I don’t like the amount of tumbling water headed by just below us.  It gives me flashbacks to another mountain pass and flooding.  At least we’re too high up for the watershed to be a problem. 

    Is this a hazard of being a vampire, or an inevitability for anyone growing old?  Will everything remind me of something else?  Am I eventually going to see every event, every situation, as a variation on a theme? 

    I don’t like it. 

    At the moment, we’re camped here while we wait for the rain to let up.  Two of the drivers have been through the pass before and recommend we don’t try it.  They suggest we wait until it all dries out.  Maybe we can press on as soon as the rain lets up, but they’re adamant about not fighting the sky while fighting the ground. 

      

    I’m a vampire, a physics teacher, a wizard, a computer programmer, a kitchen chemist, an amateur avatar, and sometimes impatient.  I cheat.  It’s kinda my thing. 

    It continued to rain, forcing us to remain encamped.  Once the sun went down, I took the opportunity to scout ahead on foot.  I’m cranking out earth and stone-moving spells whenever I find a tough spot on the trail.  Alone, at night, I can cover an immense amount of ground and I’ve started preparing our route.  Tomorrow, if the rain lets up, we should find it easier going.  The going should continue to get easier, far easier, as we progress.  The spells will have longer to work on the more distant sections of the trail.  The trip back should be almost inconsequential. 

    No doubt various merchants will be grateful.  I don’t care.  I’m doing all this for my personal convenience.  And maybe because bad roads piss me off.  At my age, I’m allowed to be quirky. 

    On the way back to camp, I picked up a half-dozen mountain goats and brought their bloodless bodies back.  I skinned them and had them ready for the cooks when they woke up.  Might as well not waste the things.  I got what I needed from them.  I was willing to share the rest. 

    I also acquired a new friend.  A glowing ball of light followed me for half the night.  I’m not sure what it wanted, aside from hovering around.  I presume it watched me work.  I had to shoo it away from the power intakes on the spells several times, but it eventually got the idea. 

    What are these things?  I still haven’t a clue.  Right now, it’s hovering over a campfire.  Nobody else notices it.  Does it like the heat?  Or the light?  Or some other emission from the fire?  Or is right above the fire just a good spot to watch everything without people walking through it and obscuring the view? 

    I wonder if Phoebe has met one of these things.  Maybe she should. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 33rd Day of Salaskir, Year of the Falkennin 

      

    Some son of a bitch is plotting something. 

    The rain is still coming down in a slow but steady patter.  It’s doing its best to make everybody miserable and succeeding remarkably well.  Normally, this region is much too warm for my taste.  We’re in a sub-tropic zone, which makes me think of mild, short winters and long, hot summers—assuming Tauta has summers and winters and other seasons.  I don’t see how it can, but, hey, it’s a magical universe with weird rules.  Maybe the magical ball of hot gets brighter or something. 

    Right now, it’s much cooler than expected and, for me, almost comfortable.  The native Tassarians are cold and gloomy.  The temperature isn’t so bad, but the rain is soaking into everything and making it worse.  Everything is damp:  Tents, bedding, socks, food, you name it.  I’ve wandered around and worked a number of hydrophobic spells on people, but short of raising a water-shedding dome of force, there’s no way to keep everything dry. 

    It’s a mountain pass.  It will get terrible weather.  It’s in the nature of the beast.  Nevertheless, my guys were pinned down by the rain and treacherous road conditions.  I’m naturally suspicious, so I took a look at the weather.  My mirror showed me a view from high up so I could examine the clouds and weather fronts.  Right off the bat, I didn’t like what I saw.  Two fronts came together along the line of the Razikian Range, dumping water on us like a sponge being slowly squeezed in a press. 

    Closer examination confirmed what I suspected.  Weather magic. 

    Someone was raining on our parade.  I presume this is to delay us, although I’m not entirely sure why.  Being paranoid, I assume the same someone is maneuvering forces into position to ambush “the heretic” now that he’s out of his valley and wandering around. 

    Maybe I’m overreacting.  Maybe someone just wants to water the mountain range to help it grow.  Or feed the mountain streams making the rivers coming off the range.  Or maybe the range in on the “rinse” cycle. 

    Hmph. 

    I had everyone clear a space for me.  I raised a low-grade deflection barrier, diverting a small area of rainfall into the gorge, and dried out the ground.  I spent the rest of the afternoon carving symbols into the dirt and chanting, gathering power and cycling up for a big whammy. 

    Nobody interfered.  Nobody offered to help, either.  I didn’t notice anyone scrying on us, but I hardly expected them to.  Their rainfall was sufficient to slow us, and peeking at me already resulted in broken scrying devices and maybe an exploded head or two.  As for offers to help, my guards and other personnel might have a teensy bit of magical training, but it’s all by rote and strictly utilitarian. 

    In this culture, a warrior is supposed to know how to fight.  That’s it.  Every caste is like that.  You know your trade and, in theory, nothing else.  In practice, every person knows more than their trade.  In the case of warriors, they know a little about metalworking—they need to know what kind of sword or armor they’re buying—leatherworking, hunting, carpentry and woodworking, and all the things required for care, maintenance, and sometimes replacement of their gear. 

    The ones living in my valley often know a couple of spells.  They’re not wizards any more than they’re blacksmiths.  They just know what words to say and how to… what’s the word?  Flex?  How to flex their thoughts with the words to produce a magical effect.  They have no theory, only a memorized charm to chant.  Most often, it’s one for closing wounds.  You hold the wound closed and chant for a bit, then apply bandages.  Instant stitches!  Another charm is recited every day or so to encouraging natural healing.  That’s usually their entire repertoire. 

    An anti-infection spell is more complicated.  I’ve told them to wash wounds with strong alcohol, but they tend to drink it before it gets to a wound.  Maybe I should teach them germ theory, but there’s a lot more to it than just “itty-bitty bugs.” 

     So, no.  Nobody offered to help.  They didn’t ask questions, either.  Velina stood by and watched for a bit before she assigned six guards to make a perimeter and see to it I was uninterrupted.  I think she’s magically more sensitive than she lets on.  That is, I think she could tell I was cranking up a big spell. 

    I spent as much time as I could building it up.  Late in the afternoon, shortly before sunset, I took aim at the weather pattern and gave it a shove. 

    My first thought was to send the front off to the northeast, toward the other end of the pass and to the non-heretical city… oh, damn, what was the name?  Ball of standing?  Balastada!  That was it.  …send it there on the basis it was the only nearby source of trouble.  This would annoy anyone trying to set up an ambush and let them know I wasn’t having it. 

    Then I realized it would only add more water along our route.  Was it worth it to slog through mud the whole way just to annoy whoever was waiting?  No.  My guys would be more tired from the march, and the rain wouldn’t seriously hamper an ambush.  It would be more likely to bog us down when we needed most to move quickly. 

    Instead, I sent it southwest, sweeping across the triangle of Sarashda’s lands, between the Razikian and the Kasnakani Ranges.  Barring interference, it should keep going, roughly paralleling the Kasnakani Range until normal weather reasserted itself. 

    I spent the sunset in my box, “resting in my tent,” while the rain slowly pattered down, diminished, and stopped. 

      

    I cleaned up, both myself and my spell-workings.  I discussed my ideas and concerns with Velina.  I say I discussed them with her.  She nodded and grunted.  I’ve had longer conversations with her, but they’re rare.  It’s like she’s afraid to open her mouth around The Lord of Fire and Shadow lest she say the wrong thing. 

    I’m trying to be gentle and encouraging, but inside, she’s just so tense! 

    Strangely enough, the weather did not turn for the worse.  It was a clear, warm night and it stayed that way.  It’s almost as though someone went through several days of spell preparations—the locals are better at item enchantments than at actual spells—and had all their weather-working blown away.  This may have discouraged them from trying again.  We’ll see if any bad weather shows up the day after tomorrow.  I don’t think the locals can manage anything earlier. 

    I wish I knew who was responsible.  I like knowing who my enemies are, aside from “everyone.” 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 1st Day of Goloskir, Year of the Falkennin 

      

    The pass dried out a little last night and is drying out even faster with a hot breeze blowing through it.  I didn’t anticipate the breeze and the heat as side effects, but the drying-out is welcome.  By noon, we weren’t squelching along anymore, just trudging.  Our progress is abysmally slow up here in the mountains, even without the weather, so I figure another day and we’ll hit the high point of the pass.  Everything should be downhill from there. 

    I spent most of the morning in my carriage, frowning into a mirror. 

    My assumption about the weather was it was part of a larger scheme.  Yes, I assumed it had something to do with me because I’m the center of the universe and everything revolves around me. 

    Sorry.  Sometimes my sarcasm valve doesn’t close. 

    The coincidence of a major weather-working exactly as we hit the pass in the mountains was a little too coincidental for me.  Surely, I thought, someone must be delaying us while they set something up.  I mean, if they can kill the black-armored heretic who claims to be the avatar of a god, they can claim he’s not a god and therefore this schism among the Temples has a clear winner. 

    How do you win a religious debate?  Kill the heretic.  How do you know he’s the heretic?  He died.  To the victor goes the dogma. 

    I used my mirror to do a flyover of the pass and the road from Balastada to Termalada.  As I understand it, Termalada is on our side, if there are such things as sides in a city-by-city free-for-all.  Termalada’s clergy accept the New Gods doctrine, anyway, so that’s something.  Balastada’s clergy don’t.  No doubt there are individuals with their own opinions in each city, but the majority lean in a particular direction. 

    Or do they?  This is a Temple issue.  Maybe nobody cares.  The priest caste will sort it out because it’s their business while life for the farmers, carpenters, and glassblowers goes on.  I’m not sure how the caste system and public opinion interact around here.  Do the higher castes care at all about the opinions of the others?  Do the lower castes care about what their “betters” get up to?  Or is it a case of “It’s my caste’s bailiwick, so stay out of it!”? 

    Anyway, in theory, once we reach Termalada’s territory, it should be much harder to ambush us.  The logical place to do it would be in the pass or on the road running by Balastada. 

    I didn’t find anything.  I was up high enough my scrying sensor shouldn’t be affected by the usual run of spells they use here.  The way they do it here, they target something and the scrying sensor appears near it.  Perfect, if you want to spy on someone inside their house.  So their anti-scrying measures usually focus on defining a perimeter and feeding false information into any scrying spell inside the area. 

    My scrying sensors move, so I can put one in the sky, look down, and get a picture of what’s happening before I zoom in on any particular point.  Normally, this works quite well.  Now, though, either someone had a new wrinkle in their defenses or their forces were hidden in a more mundane fashion. 

    Technically, there was a third option.  There might not be an ambush at all. 

    So, of the two real options, which was more likely?  My sensor went ahead along the trail, scouting for my slow-moving caravan.  Was there anything along our route trying to look innocent?  A cave?  A rocky overhang?  A thick grove of trees?  If I were a bunch of ambushers, where would I be? 

    There were a number of good spots.  None of them were occupied.  There were travelers and troops, caravans and cargo, but nobody posted at the mouth of a gorge with swords out and an evil look. 

    Well, we should get out of the pass without too much trouble.  Once we’re in the foothills on the northeast side, we’ll see. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 2nd Day of Goloskir, Year of the Falkennin 

      

    The deep rumble of an engine brought me out of a brown study.  It took me all of two seconds to clamber on top of the moving carriage, rocking it alarmingly.  Looking back along the road—the track through the pass—I saw a long, narrow cloud of black smoke. 

    Surprise! 

    Bronze was behind us and gaining fast.  She had twelve cylinders and twenty-four liters of supercharged fire, heralded by a ground-based rumble fit to make gravel dance. She’d changed the design of her truck significantly the last few times we visited and was finally ready to show it off. 

    The cab was a dark gold color—sort of a bronze shade—and I could tell it was a harder, stronger shell than the usual fiberglass bodywork.  It was almost bullet-shaped, much more aerodynamic than a typical road-going truck.  It had swept-back, black-tinted windshields like techno sunglasses.  Then the bright yellow windshield wipers moved, making the windshields look like yellow-slitted, bestial eyes.  The grille was heavy and hard-mounted, with triangular pieces between the horizontal bands of metal.  It looked like a stylized shark’s grin.  Intimidating.  In the center of this, what could only technically be called a hood ornament was a gleaming sculpture shaped like a horse’s head.  It might be more accurate to call it a ram, despite the size, since it was nose-down.  If it was a unicorn, the horn would be pointed forward.  It was shiny and spotless, but I knew there was alloy steel under the chrome. 

     There were other changes.  The most obvious ones were in her undercarriage.  The two front wheels were still much the same, but more than half-hidden behind the outer shell of the cab.  The groups of wheels farther back would also have been partly concealed if they hadn’t been replaced.  Where the back set should be on the semi, a triple set of tracks now clanked, one on each side and one down the middle.  With the replacement of wheels with tracks, I wasn’t sure why she needed a third. 

    Pedestrians, she informed me.  They fit between the wheels, and with her former ground clearance, they could be run completely over with nothing worse than a moment of terror. 

    Ah.  Of course. 

    The trailer’s wheels were also replaced with triple tracks, which I didn’t understand, either, this time because the trailer wasn’t powered.  If it has no drivetrain, why bother having tracks, much less three of them?  She informed me the trailer’s tracks were electrically driven.  Running a driveshaft all that way was impractical. 

    It’s a six-track, all-wheel-drive, off-roader semi.  I shudder to think what else she’s done to it.  It’s someone’s highway nightmare fleshed in carbon fiber and steel.  We’ve been spending too much time in post-apocalyptic worlds.  That must be it. 

    Then I realized how narrow the road was in some spots of the pass.  She would have had to ease around a few of the curves with half a track hanging over the edge.  The center tracks would keep her stable, but it would be tricky, at best. 

    Why did I think it took her so long to catch up?  The roads around here are terrible. 

    I silently agreed with her even as I shouted at people to be calm.  Half of them were forming up in a defensive line, shields front, swords out. I insisted everyone pull over, to move up the slope into the wooded area.  They took it as an order and formed up there to defend themselves.  I don’t suppose I can really blame them for being a bit apprehensive.  Some of them never saw Bronze wear her rig even when it was in the original configuration. 

    “It’s fine!  It’s mine!  Be calm!  It’s mine!  Just move aside.  Go on, get out of the way!” I went on, jumping down and physically urging them aside, working my way toward the rear to meet her. 

    Bronze pulled right up to me, crunched to a stop, hissed as her airbrakes engaged, and vented a blast of steam out through the nostrils of her oversized hood ornament. 

    “Nice touch.” 

    What did I think? 

    “This can’t be road legal.” 

    There was nothing in the local ordinances against it, she pointed out.  And with the quality, or lack thereof, in the local roads, who was going to complain?  Besides, name one cop who would have the guts to tell her to pull her over. 

    “Fair points,” I agreed.  I walked around her, looking at the design changes.  “Where’s your horse outfit?” 

    In the trailer, naturally. 

    “I wouldn’t expect you to leave it behind.” 

    I’m as smart as I look, according to her. 

    “It wouldn’t take much,” I admitted.  “How did you get out through Bridgefort?  You didn’t smash out, did you?” 

    Some of the people manning Bridgefort have seen her before.  She approached slowly and almost nudged up against the gate.  They took it as a hint and lowered the drawbridge.  It was almost as though they were happy to let her out of the valley. 

    “Sensible of them.  I’m glad you’re here.  I’ll be more comfortable in the cab, and I trust your sleeper section a lot more than a wooden box in a wagon.” 

    It’ll be faster, too, she informed me. 

    “I’ve got a lot of people and things to bring.  We can’t go off and leave them.  Apparently, I’m going to need them for pomp and circumstance.” 

    Bronze informed me if I take the wheels off the wagons, they could fit in her trailer. 

    “Oh, will they?” 

    She promised me if they didn’t fit now, they would by morning. 

    It occurred to me the trip might go better than I anticipated. 

      

    As it turned out, the wagons didn’t come with us.  Bronze could load up all the cargo and people in the trailer, but the horses were another matter.  We debated—I want to include Velina, but she just nodded at anything I said—the merits of having a train of unencumbered horses follow along.  This would be faster than walking, but Bronze had no intention of going as slowly as a galloping horse. 

    I decided not to argue with Bronze.  The drivers of the coach and the now-empty wagons are headed back to La Mancha, along with all the horses. 

    Goods and other chattels from the wagons fill the forward space of the trailer, the boxes and bags tied in place by quite a lot of rope.  Even if something does shift, the majority of it will still stay right where it is.  There’s a giant metal statue of a horse blocking it from sliding.  This leaves plenty of room for heavily armed and armored people in the back. 

    I stood at the edge of the open doors and addressed them before boarding. 

    “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your Mazhani speaking.  We are about to travel at considerably greater speed for several hours.  Please grasp your handhold strap firmly at all times as there will likely be bumps.  Try to keep your knees flexed.  If anyone falls, please help them up, but do not let go of your strap while we are in motion.  I’ll be listening for a shout, so if anyone has a problem, we’ll stop.  Any questions?” 

    “My lord?” 

    “Yes, Olum?” 

    “Are we still going to Termalada?” 

    “Oh, yes.  Most definitely.  You, Kensel?” 

    “How fast will we be going?” 

    “That’s an excellent question.  We’ll see how much progress we make today, but I’m guessing we’ll be in Termalada sometime tomorrow.” 

    “Tomorrow!?” 

    I didn’t catch who made the exclamation, but it could have been anybody. 

    “Maybe the day after.  We’ll see what the road gives us.  Everybody ready?” 

    Clearly, they weren’t, but they claimed to be.  Warriors never admit to fear.  It’s a peer group thing, I think.  I closed the ramp, met Velina in the cab, and Bronze dropped us into gear. 

    Smoke huffed from her stacks before a double cloud of flames erupted with a whump!  I couldn’t see the hood ornament from my vantage, but the light show told me it snorted fire.  The engine cycled up as the supercharger started to sing, then to howl.  Gears snicked smoothly together and the treads clanked.  We rolled, building speed slowly so as not to throw everyone against the rear doors. 

    Bronze wanted to know if the guys in back would appreciate windows along the sides.  I admitted I didn’t know, but I’d ask.  I wasn’t sure if they wanted to know just how fast they were going.  Sometimes, ignorance is bliss. 

    She put some music on. “East Bound and Down,” by Jerry Reed, I think.  It came out of the cab’s stereo speakers, but it also blared from the trumpet-like things on the upper surface.  I thought they were just horns, but apparently they’re also part of a loudspeaker system.  I asked her to cut the external music and she obliged.  Velina didn’t appreciate the volume and didn’t recognize it as music, at first.  I can hardly blame her.  It’s not like anything she’s ever heard before. 

    We were already close to the high point of the pass.  A few minutes later, we topped it and started down the eastern leg.  Bronze decided “Wolf Creek Pass,” by C.W. McCall was appropriate.  I disagreed, considering it in poor taste.  Bronze agreed, but still found it amusing.  All things considered, it was a small concession. 

    We were well into my road-works region by now, so we kept accelerating as we went along.  I worried more about the road conditions beyond the pass.  My most recent changes only went down to the northern foothills, not into or through them.  Still, we were making enormous progress and the ride was surprisingly smooth.  I doubted anyone in the back had any idea how fast we were going.  Score a point for superb suspension and a track-laying semi! 

    Velina, meanwhile, was less interested in the music as she became increasingly concerned about our velocity.  Now that we were going downhill, it gave her the feeling of being in a runaway cart headed down a mountainside.  She didn’t know, couldn’t know, just how safe she really was. 

    I tried to reassure her.  She nodded acceptance of everything I said and remained white-knuckled on the grab handle.  Other than that, she looked perfectly calm, but white knuckles for Velina is like screaming for most people.  I made a note to never take her on a roller-coaster.  On second thought, she might enjoy a roller-coaster as long as she could see the rails.  The uncertainty might be the issue. 

    “You can decide it’s too much,” I mentioned, calmly, reclining my seat slightly and putting my hands behind my head, using body language to say, Hey, look how relaxed I am.  “I told everyone in back they could call a halt anytime they needed to.  You can, too.” 

    “No.” 

    It was a more verbal an answer than I expected.  I realized I might have phrased my suggestion badly.  She’s up front, they’re in back.  She’s in a nice, padded seat and can see what’s going on while they’re standing in a darkened box.  She’s in charge.  She’s their leader.  She can’t show weakness.  If they don’t holler for a halt, she can’t.  And, of course, she can’t show weakness in front of me. 

    Dang. 

    Now, how do I help her save face if she wants to stop? 

    “Okay.  When we’ve come far enough, let me know and we’ll slow down to look for a good campsite.  We don’t have to keep going for long at this speed.  If you see a spot you like, sing out.” 

    “Yes, Mazhani.” 

    She was still nervous, but now she was looking as far ahead along the road as she could, hoping to find someplace worth pulling over.  There were plenty of twists and turns, but there were some surprisingly long, straight stretches, too.  Having eyes ten feet above the road also helped. 

    In the meantime, I called Leisel on the mirror to check in.  Bronze politely turned down the volume on the music.  I had no idea there were so many trucking-based songs, much less that she knew them. 

    Leisel’s face appeared in my mirror. 

    “How are you?” she asked. 

    “I’m fine,” I replied, surprised.  “Why wouldn’t I be?” 

    “Your… the… the Bronze departed.  I thought she might be on her way to you.” 

    “Oh.  Yes, she’s here.  She’s speeding up the transit, but we’re still traveling the hard way, over hill and over dale, all along the dusty trail.” 

    “I’m glad.  I tried to reach you several times, but my mirror would not touch yours.” 

    “Really?” I sat up straighter and considered the connection between the mirrors.  It seemed intact.  “Strange.  It’s working now.  Try calling me back.” 

    “Very well.” 

    A moment later, I accepted her call. 

    “It had no trouble just then,” I noted. 

    “I do not understand.  Why would it not work before?” 

    “I’m not sure.  Either there was something at your end temporarily blocking it or something at my end.”  A thought struck me.  “I’ll bet it was something at my end.  We’ve moved quite a distance from where we were.  If someone was trying to cut off our communications, we may have moved out from under their umbrella.” 

    “Umbrella?” 

    “Out of their shielded area,” I clarified. 

    “I see.  If someone is trying to keep you from calling me, they certainly have something unpleasant planned.” 

    “Yeah, I got that with the whole Temple schism thing and traveling on the roads.  If I didn’t know you better, I’d say this was a nefarious plot to get me assassinated.”  I winked.  Her lips compressed to a thin line. 

    “You jest, but there are doubtless those within La Mancha who are in the pay of other powers.” 

    “I thought we cleaned house?” 

    “Of the warriors, yes.  What of the merchants who travel in and out?  Or any other profession, for that matter?” 

    “I see your point,” I sighed.  “If they can’t scry on us, they’ll spy on us.” 

    “Naturally.  This is why the majority of your retinue is comprised of warriors instead of servants.” 

    “Ah.  I wondered why warriors were doing all the work.  Nice to know you still think ahead.” 

    “I do.  How else can I do my duty?” 

    “You do it very well.  Speaking of which, is there anything I’m missing?” 

    “I do not understand.” 

    “I mean, is there anything I’m supposed to do for you?  It’s just occurred to me you might be due an anniversary present or something and I’ve completely missed it.  Is there anything you want?  Is there anything I can do for you that I haven’t?  Bear in mind, I’m asking because I truthfully do not know.” 

    “I will think about it,” she promised.  “I do not understand, though, this ‘anniversary’ thing.” 

    “There are cultures in which it is customary to have a yearly celebration—or an acknowledgement, at least—of any remarkable day.  A birthday, a wedding, stuff like that.” 

    “Oh.  What an unusual concept, placing mundane occasions on the level of holy days.” 

    I started to make a remark about the coming-of-age ceremony I sat through, but swallowed it.  It’s not an individual occasion.  It’s a holy day.  It’s mandated.  Anyone of age on the day in question becomes an apprentice warrior or some such.  Other castes may have similar things.  I have the feeling they’re on different days and may involve different ages and stages, though. 

    “I guess it depends on the culture,” I allowed. 

    “I suppose it does.  By the way, do you have any special instructions regarding Phoebe?” 

    “No, not especially.  Why?” 

    “She is currently trying to kill several of your warriors in some sort of game played in the castle.” 

    “She’s just enthusiastic.  I think.  She’s not actually trying to kill them, is she?” 

    “No, and that’s the trouble.” 

    “I beg your pardon?” 

    “She does not try to kill,” Leisel reiterated.  “She plays at being a warrior.  And, in her play, is quite skilled.  But she does not seem to have it in her to take a life.” 

    “She hasn’t yet, you mean.” 

    “Perhaps.  Perhaps she is destined to be manzhani?  Or a wizard?” 

    “She’s doing dangerous things elsewhere.  Sooner or later, she’ll wind up killing someone.  We’ll see how it goes.  There’s no rush.”  I did not add I was not looking forward to the day when she was backed into a corner and had to kill someone to get out of it.  There will be guilt and, I suspect, quite a lot of it. 

    “Perhaps you should make arrangements for her to be in a skirmish.  When the battle-lust descends and it is kill or be killed, then she will show her mettle.” 

    “Could be.  Right now, I’m hunting for wives.  Which reminds me.  Since I didn’t do the setup for this, am I openly going wife-shopping?” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “I mean, when I get to this first city and talk to…” 

    “The manzhani of House Kalotes.” 

    “Yeah, him.  When I talk with him about… don’t tell me.  We went over this.  Let me think. Inella?  Inella.  When I talk with him about Inella, do I admit I’m shopping and she’s one of the goods?  Or do I diplomatically lie and say I have other business and I’ll finish the negotiations on the way back?  Is this a courtship or a transaction?” 

    “Oh!  I see what you mean.  No, it is impolite to admit to the ‘shopping,’ as you put it, in the presence of Inella or any of the other candidates.  It is truthful, but it may wound their tender feelings.”  I detected more than a trace of… what?  Distaste?  Disgust?  Disdain? …in Leisel’s tone.  Evidently warriors don’t have much respect for the upper castes.  Maybe it’s a lack of respect for generations of political inbreeding.  I can get behind that. 

    “You may speak freely with the manzhani,” she went on.  “The women are young, despite their caste, and may still have romantic notions.  The fathers will not.” 

    “Well, that’s good to know.  Anything else I should be aware of?” 

    “For the trip?  No, I think you have the gist of it.  Do not hesitate to call me and ask, however.” 

    “All right.  I’ll see you in a week or so.” 

    “A week?  You mean a month or two?” 

    “The coach and wagons are on their way back,” I told her.  “I’m riding Bronze.  So is everyone else.” 

    Leisel started to say something, then nodded and signed off.  Bronze was amused. 

      

    The road through the foothills was markedly worse than the improved road through the pass, but still better than the original mountain track.  It was more rutted and potholed, yes, but it was wider and the grade was never as steep.  It also offered plenty of places to stop without blocking traffic, and quite a few people did! 

    All right, when they heard us coming they not only vacated the right-of-way but hid in the trees.  Bronze wouldn’t have run them over.  They couldn’t know that, but she still wouldn’t have hurt them.  None of the people, anyway. 

    I really ought to do something nice for the first village we passed through, though.  I kinda feel bad about the chickens.  Bronze barely noticed them, but I did.  Feathers everywhere.  There wasn’t enough left to make soup.  Dirt soup, maybe. 

    We passed through several villages, somewhat more slowly after the first one.  It seemed polite.  At least we didn’t have to worry about anyone getting in the way.  They’ve never seen anything like a semi before and Bronze has a stunningly loud horn.  It’s doubles as a loudspeaker, sure, but she can fire a blast through the four-trumpet setup to produce a teeth-rattling harmonic.  It almost qualifies as a weapon.  It doesn’t belong on a truck.  Maybe on a train.  Maybe on a ship.  The sound of the thing feels as though it ought to act like a retro rocket and slow us down. 

    The Mazhani of La Mancha rides a dragon.  At least, as far as anyone around here is concerned.  She’s not Rocinante, but somebody find me a lance.  I will bet hard money we can take down a windmill.  We might even manage an actual giant. 

    We hit the fields around Balastada and hung a right, cutting across farmland on a cart path.  I didn’t feel comfortable following what the locals call the main road.  If we were going to be ambushed along the way, no doubt they were set up somewhere along it.  So we avoided the main road and widened a cart path simply by using it. 

     Somewhere, someone is sitting in ambush, waiting for a shout or a horn-call or something.  Let them.  The cart path might mean we go a trifle slower, but we also wouldn’t face whoever was waiting.  We never came within sight of Balastada. 

    When we hit a wider cart path—excuse me, the “road” to Termalada—she turned right and headed southeast, stepping up the pace again.  Velina finally called for a halt after several miles of woodland went by.  Bronze obligingly pulled over in the next clear spot. 

    I climbed down from the cab while pretending not to notice the way Velina was trembling.  It wasn’t much, but it was enough.  I let her sit for a bit while Bronze and I let everyone out of the trailer.  The rear doors were a little high off the ground for loading and unloading, so she adjusted the trailer as we went along.  The top of the trailer disengaged along the upper port side and lifted up.  The starboard wall folded outward with the roof, both of them folding down to the starboard side and locking in place to form a wide ramp.   

    Nobody actually fell out, but a few of them slid down. 

    I helped unload the camp supplies.  It seemed the least I could do. 

      

    All the talk tonight has been about the ride.  I’m not surprised.  I’ve deliberately stayed in the sleeper portion of the cab both to avoid sunset and to stretch my ears.  Nobody enjoys riding in the back, but, after finding out how far we’ve come, nobody is complaining, either.  They are impressed.  There’s still debate about whether they would prefer to walk or not.  There isn’t a firm opinion, much less a consensus. 

    Later, after things settled down for the night, I fired up a micro-gate and mirror.  I might as well make the trip a bit less uncomfortable for everyone.  I found rows of seats from an old military transport plane.  One line along each wall of the trailer, facing inward, and a double row down the center, facing out… yes, it could be done. 

    From inside the trailer, I went to an aircraft boneyard, disconnected the seating I wanted, laid it out carefully, and shifted myself and all the seating directly back into the trailer.  I arranged them, Bronze mounted them, and we had seating.  Cramped, yes, but a place to sit.  It reminded me of a picture I once saw of troops loaded into a C-130 or similar military transport, which is why I looked for the airplane seating in the first place. 

    Anybody want to see what the inside of a can of whupass looks like? 

    What else did they not like about the trip? 

    Lights.  It was dark back there.  It was a minor complaint, but a complaint.  I added variable light spells on the ceiling.  At least it was already well-ventilated.  Bronze thought of it beforehand.  It’s hot enough around here without cramming people into a sweatbox.  Fresh air is a must!  She also added a narrow line of transparency along both sides of the trailer.  Now that we had seats, she started moving it down, closer to the new eye level. 

    Anything else to make the journey more bearable?  Maybe an access door on the port side? A fold-down door with stairs, like on an airplane.  And for the main ramp, a textured surface for better footing.  Anything else?  No?  Well, the passengers will think of something.  Maybe we should pipe music back there for them. 

    I also hunted down a present for Leisel.  I haven’t seen much in the way of luxury goods around the castle, so I went for the thickest, most luxurious, most heavily-decorated silk robe I could find.  Scarlet and gold with black trim, dragons coiling everywhere, a phoenix, nightingales, cherry blossoms—in any other culture, it would be gaudy as hell.  Here, I suspect it’s merely elaborate.  It’s also so silky-smooth I had trouble counting the individual threads. 

    I hung it on the back of her bedroom door so as not to wake her. 

      

    Bronze and I sorted out the upgrades overnight.  I used her fuel port as a mini-gate to top off her tanks.  If the brute-force gate appears at the bottom of a large fuel storage facility, the pressure is impressive.  It reminds me of the time Johann dumped most of a lake on me prior to trying to flush me out of my own bathroom. 

    I have yet to figure out how the bastard managed it.  I’ve looked into it and I just can’t see how to get a gate spell to do it.  My best guess is a remote gate.  If I set up a physical object as a gate, I can program it for a specific destination.  I can then put the ring or door or whatever it is anywhere I want—on the Moon, under a lake, wherever.  I can trigger it remotely and it works.  With all the excess power Johann had on hand, he could park an enchanted hula-hoop on the Moon and send it commands via remote control. 

    While this will work, it’s not what he did.  I didn’t see an archway or a hula-hoop or a ring of wire or whatever.  These were gate spells, not enchanted objects.  They were brute-force things where the spell, not a material object, defined the locus of the gate opening.  When the gate opened to try and suck me onto the surface of the Moon, there was no handy rim to grab on my way through. 

    I suppose he could have gone to the Moon and set the spell up there, but I don’t see him leaving his arcane kingdom for any reason.  So I’m still not sure. 

    I wonder… this time around, can I watch him do it?  Do I dare try to watch and hope he doesn’t notice me?  How badly do I want to know? 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 3rd Day of Goloskir 

      

    In the morning, we packed up again and prepared to set off.  They liked the seats and the lighting.  I didn’t have a good way to let them choose music, but Bronze apparently remembers every tune she’s ever heard.  She knows stuff I think I’ve heard at Renaissance festivals.  The instrumentals, especially, seem popular.  Maybe I should translate a few lyrical ones for later. 

    We made good time today, despite the ambush. 

    Whoever did the planning wasn’t in close communication with his men.  Or maybe they were expendable.  I don’t know.  The ambush was set up on a narrow bit between two rocky hills.  It was a good spot.  It would be difficult if not impossible to get wagons out of the way in a hurry.  I’m sure the plan was to wait until our own supplies hemmed us in by blocking the road behind.  Once we were in the low area between the hills, maybe launch a volley of stones and arrows, but certainly send men down in a charge through the bushes and rocks of either hillside.  Then, while we were busy with threats to either side, their horsemen would come the long way around and charge straight up the road to cut off our only way out of the narrow path. 

    They didn’t get an update on the change in our travel arrangements.  With everybody in one lump, I have cloaking spells to hide us.  Even when we camp, nobody’s tried to scry on us for a while.  We’ve obviously outrun any spies on the road.  I’m not sure what any actual spies would report, aside from saying where we were.  If you’ve never seen something like Bronze, how do you describe it? 

    The real problem—for the ambushers—was they couldn’t actually see what was coming.  The sentries did, of course, but how do you explain quickly when this giant thing is coming at you at a speed you can’t even begin to calculate?  They simply didn’t have time. 

    Imagine: 

    “I hear them, I think!” 

    “I hear something.  What the hell is it?” 

    “It’s a… thing… big thing… It’s got to be them!” 

    “What sort of big thing?” 

    “It’s very fast… here it is!” 

    “What!?  First squads!  GO!” 

    “But it’s a big thing…” 

    And now we’re in combat.  Bronze moves faster than a horse and much faster than a wagon train.  This heresy train has brakes, but most of the breakage is bones under her treads. 

    I do have to admire their warriors, though.  The plan was a classic ambush.  Hide until the last possible moment.  Listen for the horn or shout or other signal.  Sweep out and attack.  They didn’t know what the strange noise was and they didn’t know exactly where their targets would be, but, thanks to poor communications, they found out they were making a mistake a little too late to call the whole thing off. 

    I heard their sentry sound his horn.  My ears are sharp despite being rounded.  A moment later, people sprang onto the road from their hiding spots in the undergrowth.  Had they been unarmored, or if they hadn’t had weapons out, we might have stopped.  It would have been close, but we could have done it.  Bronze saw the armor, though, and she put the hammer down like Mjolnir.  It sounded like the God of Thunder was involved, I know that.  Maybe she had six more cylinders in reserve, or a nitrous booster, or something. 

    Most of our would-be attackers sprang into view, viewed the situation, and did a quick review as their lives flashed before their eyes.  They realized immediately this was not what they signed up for.  They leaped out and immediately tried to leap back.  It was like sentient bowling pins seeing a fiery wrecking ball coming down the lane.  Their horsemen, still out of sight, might have heard the screaming, but screaming was expected.  The thunder?  Weird, but it’s thunder.  On cue, they swept into view around a curve of the hill to bottle us in.  A couple were quicker on the uptake and didn’t bother to finish their turn up the road.  These smarter ones continued straight across and out of the way. 

    Bronze blew her horn and panicked animals started making their decisions about whether or not to be nearby.  I think she may have encouraged them to scatter using her influence over horses.  Most of them made it. 

    Arrows and stones, launched from higher up the hillsides, clunked and thunked on Bronze’s outer shell.  One rock hit the windshield really well.  I think the slinger was going for one of “the beast’s eyes.”  I was surprised he could be so accurate at our speed.  Maybe he was lucky.  It made a tiny chip in the glass. 

    Transparent aluminum, Bronze tells me.  My mistake. 

    Then came the crunching sounds.  Most of the crunches were wet and squishy-sounding.  There were several minor thuds and several heavy thumps, accompanied by the screams of men and horses and a bit of buffeting in the cab.  I’m sure we didn’t run over more than a dozen or so out of the fifty involved.  They were simply unlucky, that’s all.  It’s not like she was aiming for them.  They just sprang out and didn’t manage to spring back. 

    Bronze flicked on her windshield wipers to get most of the blood off.  She kept the throttle open.  Behind us, in the rear-view mirrors, I saw no signs of pursuit, just clear track marks through a long stretch of red mud and scattered body parts.  There were a number of people peering out of the roadside undergrowth, though.  A few horsemen were trying to stay in their saddles, while others were plodding after panicked, fleeing mounts.  I wondered what they would report to their superiors. 

    Maybe we should put in more time fixing up that land battleship Bronze loves so much.  She does get a kick out of driving the thing.  If it had the cargo space, we might have taken it on this trip instead of her semi. 

    I pulled down the CB microphone and Bronze patched me into the sound system in back. 

    “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your Mazhani speaking.  The jolting you felt was a minor ambush.  They are now dead, wounded, or reconsidering their life choices.  We’ll be traveling on for a while to make sure they’re not stupid enough to follow us, then we’ll break for lunch.  Thank you for riding the Bronze Express, with stops in Termalada, Kiristada, and Morilada.  We hope you enjoy your trip.” 

    We spent another ten minutes on the road at maybe fifty miles an hour.  I thought it impressive for anything on tracks, but she could have gone faster if she’d wanted.  She was being considerate to the passengers.  Even with the tracks and her suspension, the road wasn’t helping the smoothness of the ride. 

    We ground to a hissing halt and she opened up the side.  People climbed out.  This time, they weren’t staggering, I noted.  They started breaking out the rations.  Many of them walked around Bronze’s front, looking, pointing, and whispering. 

    I frowned and climbed down from the cab to see. 

    Bronze was a mess.  Blood everywhere, but no longer dripping wet.  One arrow in her aeroshell and lots of scratches.  A few dents here and there from sling stones, but only the one ding in her left windscreen.  Part of a horse’s leg jutted from her shark-toothed bumper, as though being eaten. 

    I examined the arrow.  Something about it bothered me.  Sling stones and arrows aren’t… what’s the word?  They don’t fit with a warrior ethic centered around single combat.  They would use the things in siege warfare, sure.  You could shoot arrows at a bunch of guys to antagonize them into fighting you, to lure them away from a larger force, or from an objective.  But against us?  Was this kosher? 

    I asked Velina about it.  She explained. 

    “Horses.” 

    I waited, but that seemed to be the whole explanation.  After I thought about it for a while, I think I got it.  Archers and slingers would go for the horses, to halt the wagons and reduce our mobility, possibly panic the animals so we would have them as additional problems. 

    Shooting the dragon with the steel horse-head on the front?  Yep.  Totally kosher. 

    Bronze assured me she could have it all fixed by nightfall. 

    “No,” I contradicted, thinking hard.  “No, don’t touch a thing.” 

    Puzzled, she wanted to know why. 

    “I’m supposed to be on a quest, passing through dangers untold and hardships unnumbered, fighting my way to seek a bride.  This,” I waved a hand at the mess, “says exactly that.  It says we had a hard trip and it demonstrates our determination.  It says we’re serious, and says it loud and proud.” 

    Well, if I wanted it to look as though we’d been through a fight, it was okay with her.  Structurally, she could make it good while preserving the cosmetic effect. 

    “You’re the best,” I told her.  She agreed, of course. 

      

    Lunch took a while.  We had to unpack a fair amount to get at everything we needed.  Strangely, no one chased us down the road.  I used a mirror and checked.  They regrouped and dealt with their dead and wounded, instead.  Wise.  Someone was going to get an earful about not being paid enough for this.  “I feel I was denied critical, need-to-know information!” and like that. 

    They were hired to waylay an avatar.  What did they expect?  Who takes that kind of job, anyway?  People really hard up for the money?  Or people who don’t believe the hype?  The good quality of their gear meant they weren’t hurting for money, so they were probably motivated—at least, equally motivated—by their beliefs in the Old Gods doctrine, or the Temples’ propaganda.  The Temples might not be telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.  To be fair, neither am I.  Reliable information is hard to come by in this day and age. 

    Come to think of it, it’s hard to come by, period. 

    After lunch, we loaded up and rolled.  Nobody tried to stop us, but the local traffic impeded us a bit.  I felt Bronze’s frustration at the pedestrian obstacles.  Pedestracles?  Obstadestrians?  Things in the way that make a unique “crunch-squish” sound when she’s in a real hurry.  People. 

    I agreed.  The buggers were all over the place.  What really made them annoying was the lack of traffic regulations. 

    Oh, the roads weren’t great to begin with, granted.  Once you got away from the cities and towns, they were generally no better than hard-packed dirt, maybe with a bit of gravel.  It was usually possible, with a bit of care, to negotiate two wagons passing each other.  Side roads, on the other hand, were seldom better than rutted, one-lane tracks. 

    Thing is, when fifty thousand pounds of smoke-belching, fire-spitting, steel-clanking monstrosity comes barreling straight at you at some unholy speed, what do you do?  Hit the ditch?  Usually, there isn’t a ditch, so you’re ahead of the game, there.  Pick a direction—left or right?  Pick fast, because your horse or horses are going to make a decision if you don’t, and their decision is likely to be a bad one. 

    Anywhere with automobiles or similar land vehicles, there are traffic regulations.  See something unpleasant coming your way?  You pull over and let it go by.  In the United States, you pull over on the right.  In Great Britain, on the left.  It’s just how the traffic works. 

    Here?  Here you can go either way to get off the road.  This adds another level of decision-making to the process.  Human brains don’t do well at making decisions while trying to process new and unusual information.  God forbid a two-horse team decides to bolt in both directions at once.  The driver isn’t going to have a good day. 

    So Bronze is going more slowly than she likes.  She’s still averaging about forty miles an hour, but only because I’m navigating.  I’m behind the wheel—wearing my seat belt, thank you very much—but I have a scrying spell on the left mirror for Bronze to use.  She can keep an eye on the road ahead even if we’re coming to a bend.  She can literally see around corners with it. 

    I, meanwhile, am keeping a weather eye even farther down the road.  My scrying sensor is at altitude, looking down, to warn us about upcoming hazards.  If there’s no one on the road for the next few miles, we can burn right along.  Then we know we’re going to overtake a farm cart or cross paths with a merchant’s shipment or whatever. 

    A couple of times, though, we’ve had no choice but to stop.  There are usually fords for little streams, but only piddly little bridges over moderate-sized watercourses.  There’s a major river south of us, but it has its headwaters in the Razikian Range somewhere south of the pass.  We won’t be crossing it. 

    The wimpy bridges won’t handle something upwards of twenty-five tons.  Or, rather, I won’t risk it.  It’s impolite to roar over a bridge and leave it in pieces behind you.  So far, they’ve all been wooden and, to my mind, need to be replaced with stone.  How often do these wooden things need to be repaired?  How often do they collapse?  And why build a public bridge out of wood, of all things?  It’ll rot.  I mean, take dirt and water and wood, mix well, and what do you get?  A repair bill from a road crew and mulch washing downstream. 

    As a result, where we can ford the river, we do.  Bronze goes down a shallow bank, across the water, and up the far side with a stunning level of ease.  I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but between her treads and magical grip, any gravel-based area is simply a wet spot. 

    Muddier areas—areas where she can actually sink—are more problematic.  Those require the bridges, such as they are.  Since these won’t stand up under her weight, we deploy everyone from the trailer and I get busy with my spells.  Local trees?  Chop some down.  Muddy riverbank?  Start slapping it on the bridge like plaster.  Loose rocks?  Stack them up against the bridge supports. 

    Tree trunks are hauled out to the middle of the stream as pillar reinforcement.  Limbs and other leftovers get hammered and wedged into place as cross supports.  The dirt and gravel flow into and around all the wooden members of the bridge to coat it thoroughly.  After two or three hours of steady work, the guys have done their part.  They clean up and take a water break while the spells work.  By the time they climb back in, the bridge is heavily reinforced. 

    Twice.  We’ve had to do it twice.  Bronze hates it—she feels it’s inconveniencing everyone.  The guys don’t like it, either, but it’s another example of how things in the field are different from things in the city.  You do what’s required, not what’s in your job description.  On the plus side, they really do like their cleaning spells.  They expect to get filthy doing a muddy job.  And they do get filthy, since they don’t do this kind of work in armor.  Afterward, there’s a leisurely rinse in the river to cool off, then they get into their armor again… and, presto!  They’re dry and clean. 

    Forget magic swords or hollow dragon wagons.  They love the armor spells.  They were a convenience, at first, but now they’re the favorite function of all time.  It’s drastically increased their opinion of my wisdom.  It’s like I know what I’m doing.  All hail the Master of Secrets! 

    As for me, I’m not too upset about the bridge stops.  It’s spiritually tiring to do a bridge reinforcement quickly, but the guys arrange most of the structural components by hand.  It really helps when I don’t have to flow stone across the whole bridge.  They put the dirt and gravel there and all I have to do is… uh… concretify it?  Solidify?  Petrify it?  Yes, petrify.  There’s a little shaping and flowing, but it’s mostly soft stuff like mud.  Once it’s in place, it’s the change of state that matters. 

    The spells are ongoing, though.  Give it a year and these bridges won’t have a toothpick of wood in them.  They’ll be solid stone.  A thousand years from now, they’ll still be able to support a loaded semi at full speed. 

    I despise bad roads. 

    Now, though, we’re coming up on Termalada.  It looks as though we’ll be there well before sunset. 

    I almost wish we had another ambush.  It might be worthwhile to show up with bloodstains on our armor, too, but I kind of shot that possibility down in the first couple of days on the trail.  Ah, well.  See what happens when I get bored? 

      

    A minor logistical problem presented itself.  Driving a semi into the crowded streets of a city wasn’t impossible, but it’s the sort of thing you do only if you’re sacking the place.  To avoid this, Bronze could easily put on her statue and go from there.  The guys could march.  No problem. 

    But what do we do with the semi-dragon?  Park it? 

    Well, why not?  Was someone going to hot-wire it?  Attack it, possibly—but steal it?  The cleverest people on the planet might figure out the door handle, but they wouldn’t be able to recognize the locks, much less start the vehicle. 

    So we parked it in someone’s field, paid him a handsome parking fee, and left it there.  Bronze pointed out it shot down the idea of showing off the battle scars, though, darn it.  Well, I hadn’t known how bad the city streets would be. 

    However, I had another idea.  As I understand it, the thought behind the dinged-up and dusty look of an arriving suitor was to say he fought through heavy odds to make the trip.  It demonstrates his seriousness in an attempt to impress the father.  Fine. 

    What about arriving looking good?  Forget showing up with wounds.  Show up with not a single scratch.  It doesn’t demonstrate seriousness, not the way Leisel meant, but can I turn it around?  Can I impress Dad by demonstrating how badass we are?  Look how we triumphed over everything, literally ground the opposition into the mud, and now we’re here—I’m here—standing on your doorstep to humbly ask permission. 

    Unless someone jumped us in the next couple of hours, it was the only thing I could think to try.  Currently, there was widespread unrest, so if the default was to encounter problems on the road, arriving in good shape might be more impressive than coming in dented and dinged. 

    With this in mind, we dressed for a parade, shields on the arm, banners on poles, the works.  I let my cloak lengthen to half-cover the back half of Bronze’s statue.  It rippled in the breeze nicely even when there wasn’t one.  I wore my helmet, but I left the visor open.  Two bannermen marched out front, sort of as a fifty-foot advance warning we were coming.  I rode at the head of the column and Bronze high-stepped like a four-note carillon. 

    Leisel and I already had a discussion about my armor.  It’s black, it’s stark, it’s utilitarian.  It’s about as decorative and festive as a tool belt.  Leisel wanted to add a plume to the top of my helmet, at least.  I nixed the idea.  I’m known for my armor—smooth, nonreflective, dark.  It’s a theme.  I disdain the ornamental trappings of mortals. 

    She thought about it for over a minute, turning my helmet over in her hands.  She finally agreed.  My fashion sense is atrocious.  I can’t tell haute couture from hot coiffure.  My costume sense, however, is first-rate.  This was distinctive enough to be a sort of trademark.  In a bird-of-paradise world, I’m the raven.  It’s why the silky ribbons of my banners have black streamers in them.  I don’t need silky ribbons streaming from my shoulders or my helmet crest.  I already stand out. 

    We marched up to the city gate.  Nobody raised a fuss.  Aside from some questions—“What is your name?  What is your quest?  What is your reason for the military escort?”—it was uneventful.  I keep forgetting how warfare in this culture is much more ritualized and formal.  They don’t think anyone would send an advance force into a city to take the gate from within because no one would invade a city.  There’s no need.  You outmaneuver the other guy and surround the city to make it surrender.  It’s chess, not war. 

    Apparently, my valley doesn’t count.  Silly heretics.  Rules are for people who follow them.  Or is it because I put the fortification in a place that forces them to attack it?  It could be my fault, come to think of it… 

    On the upside, what they do here is considerably more civilized than open war.  It also cuts down on the civilian casualties.  On the downside, it makes war less intimidating and terrible, which means people have fewer qualms about it.  More wars, but less bloody ones, where the only casualties are the professionals—and isn’t that what they’re for? 

    I’m not sure I like it. 

    Since I didn’t know exactly how to get where we were going, Velina sent several men out to scout.  That is, they asked around.  Once they were all back, we made our way through the streets of Termalada to the House Kalotes. 

    There we were more formally greeted. 

    The gates were intricate things of bronze and iron.  Two warriors in House colors—two bright blue stripes on a red field, angled down, dexter to sinister, with two wide white stripes perpendicular, interwoven—stood just inside.  When Velina announced me as the Mazhani of La Mancha and manzhani of House Lucard, they pulled the gates open.  We marched straight up the main drive of the estate. 

    It wasn’t an overlarge estate.  It was inside the city, after all.  There was no lawn, but the garden was well laid out and intricate bird feeders hung from every one of the fruit trees.  Nobody greeted us at the door, though.  I wished I would have thought to have Leisel write up a briefing on all the protocols involved.  I’m not really a manzhani of a House.  I just play one on TV. 

    I sat on Bronze, waiting for a moment while I collected my thoughts.  Or, more properly, consulted what thoughts I might have.  What was proper?  Knock?  Wait?  Blow a horn?  Ride off in a huff because nobody bothered to greet me? 

    Knocking seemed appropriate. 

    I dismounted and tried it.  Rather, I pulled the chain to ring the doorbell.  It must have been the correct thing because an older man, richly dressed in colorful, flowing stuff opened the door.  Not a servant, obviously. 

    “Who are you?” he asked, but he half-smiled as he said it.  He knew the answer.  This was a traditional question.  I removed my helmet and held it in the crook of one arm. 

    “I am Al of House Lucard,” I told him.  “Through dangers untold and hardships unnumbered I have fought my way here to see your daughter…” 

    Damn it.  Firebrand? 

    Inella. 

    “…Inella.” 

    He smiled more fully and gestured me in. 

    “A worthy man may always find welcome.” 

      

    The master of the house—the manzhani of the House—was Tocar.  I misheard it as “trocar,” which is a medical instrument, but he corrected me and took no offense. 

    We didn’t have a party, as such, but there was a meal.  I got to sit at the table with Tocar, his wives, and the eligible daughter, Inella.  My escorts were fed elsewhere, of course, and allowed to stay in the estate.  The house troops quartered in the estate didn’t appreciate the crowding, but it would only be for one night. 

    Dinner, for us, was elaborate and widely varied, while the conversation was about as interesting as lukewarm oatmeal. 

    I identified his rezeet immediately; Riallen was in complete agreement with him about everything.  Tellae, his galvanais, and Piria, his vidat, didn’t have much to say, although Tellae kept urging Inella to eat more.  I wondered why Piria didn’t have more to say.  Probably because Tocar was present.  Would she have more to say if and when we started negotiations?  Or did she already finish her part by negotiating with Leisel? 

    Tocar started with compliments on my escort.  Very smart, well-disciplined, and their display showed real effort to impress after a hard journey.  I complimented him on the loveliness of his house, grounds, and wives, and I thanked him for his generosity and hospitality. 

    I’m still not sure if we were supposed to show up muddy and bloody, as though we fought our way through throngs of enemies.  Even when he spoke about our polished appearance, he didn’t have a trace of sarcasm.  I couldn’t tell if he cared one way or the other.  I had to remind myself Tocar was a minor manzhani, and that Leisel was, first and foremost, a warrior, not a noble.  I might not be working with the latest and most accurate information, and he might not care about strict formalities. 

    After the etiquette of mutual admiration was dealt with, he was only too happy to discuss the trip.  He listened politely to the details of the ambush.  Or, rather, he let me talk about it.  I assumed he would want to know.  As it happens, he was simply waiting for his turn to talk.  Once I finished, he was all about the politics of Termalada and how the current unrest was bad for business beyond the walls and he hoped the alliance of our Houses would be to everyone’s benefit. 

    Inella, the keystone of the alliance, kept quiet.  She was, as with almost everyone in southern Tauta, olive-skinned and dark-haired.  She wore her hair long, with a little of it in thin braids, wound around her head while the rest hung loose, straight down.  Her eyes were a deep brown color and her hands a bit large.  They gave her an almost puppy-like quality, as though she hadn’t quite grown into them. 

    They seated her across the table from me, at her father’s right hand.  She picked at her food, wouldn’t look at me, and never said a word.  I don’t think she liked the idea of leaving her father’s house.  Certainly not with me. 

    I excused myself late into the dinner as the sun started to go down, pleading a need to change the dressing on a recent wound.  They took it as a polite euphemism for going to the bathroom.  I came back with an upset stomach, obviously, but managed to eat a little to be polite. 

    I didn’t eat.  My cloak shortened itself as we entered the estate gates so it wouldn’t get taken at the door.  Now, at night, it ran a line along my arm and up into my palm.  A few bites of food went there instead of into my “tender stomach.” 

    Afterward, Tocar encouraged me to walk in the garden with Inella.  This was arranged with a minimum of guards and we were, for all practical purposes, alone for the first time.  I hung my gauntlets from my belt and clipped my helmet on in back.  At night, with my cloak on, I could sit in a chair without it bothering me.  Sitting on the stonework at the edge of a raised garden bed would be no trouble. 

    “Nice night,” I observed.  She nodded.  We walked together through the garden paths with the night-sounds all around us, the muffled noises of the city beyond the estate wall, and the quiet crunch of boots following at a discreet distance. 

    “I like the gardens,” I added.  She nodded again. 

    “Okay,” I decided, “no small talk.  Got it.  What’s your opinion on joining House Lucard?” 

    “I don’t get an opinion.” 

    “Oh?  Who says?” 

    “Father.” 

    “Why not?” 

    She shook her head and wouldn’t look at me. 

    “For the love of—okay.  Okay.  Fine.  Look, I’m asking your opinion because I want to hear what you think.  If you’re going to be promoted, I’d like to know what you think of it.  And, if you hate it, is there anything I can do to make it bearable?” 

    She shook her head again.  I wanted to slap her hard enough to spin her head around, maybe to screw it on tighter so it wouldn’t wobble. 

    Long ride?  Sure.  Road repair and bridge work?  Sure.  Running an ambush?  Slapping down scrying spells?  Diverting a weather front?  Absolutely.  This discussion?  This whole damned idea?  Not my cup of tea. 

    Well, Firebrand offered, we could burn the place down and blame it all on the Temple. 

    Get thee behind me, dragon.  I don’t need to be tempted. 

    You already thought of it? 

    I’m not saying anything one way or the other, I hedged.  Firebrand chuckled. 

    “Look, Inella.  If you don’t want to do this, that’s fine.  Say so.  I’ll look elsewhere for a…” 

    Dammit, is she supposed to be a galvanais or a rezeet? 

    Rezeet, I think. 

    “…rezeet.  If you don’t want to be the social face of the house, all you have to do is tell me.” 

    She didn’t say anything. 

    “Fine,” I sighed.  “Forget it.  You’re clearly not rezeet material.” 

    “How would you know?” she asked, raising her head but still not looking at me. 

    “If you can’t manage to have a conversation when your entire future rests on making a good impression, you’ll do a lousy job of greeting guests and making them feel comfortable.  So I have no use for you.  Good evening.  I’ll get my guys and we’ll be out of here in ten minutes.” 

    “What will I say to my father?” she asked. 

    “Say you failed to impress me.” 

    “How am I supposed to impress you?” she demanded, finally looking at me.  “You’re supposed to be the walking avatar of a new god!” 

    “Oh, did that overwhelm you?  The rumor?  All by itself?  And that’s why you failed to be friendly and polite, or to make me feel welcome?  Still not a recommendation, kiddo.  I think you’ll flinch when an angry merchant complains about something and either send him away angry or give him too much for some inconvenience you had nothing to do with.” 

    “Says you!” she flared.  “I can charm any man I choose!” 

    “And your temper,” I went on, “tells me you’re easily baited into rash statements.  No, you’re not qualified to be my rezeet.” 

    “Oh, I see,” she replied, calming suddenly.  “This is your test, isn’t it?  This is how you see how I handle myself.” 

    I hadn’t intended to test her.  I was merely annoyed with her.  On the other hand, she had a point.  It did turn out to be a pretty good test. 

    “And you failed,” I told her.  “Goodnight.” 

    “Wait!” 

    “Hmm?” 

    “I wasn’t aware I was being tested.” 

    “Your whole life is a test.  People are judging you by everything you do and say.  When I came along, you didn’t say or do anything until I baited you.  And you say you didn’t realize it?  Would you say this indicates how smart you are?” 

    “Are you calling me stupid?” 

    “No.  You’re demonstrating it, which is much more effective.” 

    “I should have you flogged and flayed!” 

    The discreet distance of the guards became a trifle in discreet as they anticipated trouble. 

    I sighed again and sat down.  Not half a minute ago she was complaining about being overawed by my avatar status.  Either she was a liar or more stupid than I thought. 

    “Look, kiddo—” 

    “And don’t call me that!” 

    “Why not?” 

    “I don’t know what it means!” 

    Damn.  English. 

    “Look, young one, there are a number of things you lack which I am, of necessity, looking for.  I’ll admit you are pretty.  Granted.” 

    “Good.”  She sniffed haughtily and waited for me continue.  At a guess, her beauty and her eyelash-batting had got her everything she wanted up to now. 

    And it struck me, like a brick between the eyes, how young she was.  She was even younger than Phoebe.  Unlike Phoebe, Inella was not only young but foolish. 

    Let’s skip over Phoebe’s current career path.  Other than that, she’s pretty sharp. 

    As for Inella, there was a huge world out there and she had absolutely no clue about any of it.  She was going to be married off to somebody, sooner or later, and she would have to grow up exceedingly fast.  I decided, then and there, I wanted no part of the process. This would-be woman, this child, was less than one-fifth my age.  My granddaughter is older than her.  Sort of.  It’s complicated. 

    For the first time, I think I felt my true age.  Is it a quality of youth to make us feel our years?  It would seem to me the young should bring out the youthful spirit within even the oldest.  Perhaps, for some, it does.  I may have lived too long to appreciate youth. 

    I know I can’t think about relationships with mortals in those terms.  The only living women old enough to be anywhere near my age group are either in hospice care or cryogenically frozen.  This snarky teenager was entirely too young for me in any capacity.  I entertained a fleeting hope Leisel selected slightly older women for the galvanais candidates.  But no, it should be the other way around.  We want older women for the diplomats, younger ones for the mothers. 

    If Inella was one of the final contenders for rezeet, I could guess we weren’t a popular House.  This boded ill for the rest of the list. 

    “The trouble is,” I told her, focusing on one of the many issues, “I need a diplomat for my rezeet.  I need less in the way of coy smiles and more of a clever social manipulator.” 

    “I can be diplomatic.” 

    “You haven’t shown it.  By turns you’ve been intimidated by a rumor, snappish, easily provoked, and belligerent.  I suspect you want to stay in your father’s house and continue living whatever life you currently have, so you’re sabotaging the arrangement.  Moving to the edge of the Empire means having to grow up and take on actual responsibilities.  I’m not sure you’re equipped for it, much less ready for it.” 

    “And how would you know?” she demanded.  “You walk into my house like a guest, don’t say two words to me during dinner, bait me, insult me, and then tell me I’m not good enough for you.  What gives you the right?” 

    I looked her in the eyes and my illusion flicked off for a moment.  In the dim light of the hanging lanterns, I doubt she saw so much as a surface gleam. 

    “I see inside your flesh to the spirit that moves you, and it is not sufficient.” 

    She didn’t have anything to say.  I’m not sure what sort of response there is to make. 

    On her side, though, it is a valid question whether or not I gave her a fair chance.  I did try to engage her in conversation during dinner, but her father tended to squeeze her right back out of it.  Maybe she was right.  Maybe not.  Either way, I wasn’t in the mood to deal with her.  Hell, I wasn’t in the mood to go wife-shopping, either.  I’m rapidly reaching the point of telling the whole cultural setup of the Tassarian Empire that I’m not going to play by their rules—and if they don’t like it, tough cookies. 

    I left her in the garden and went to collect my guys.  We trekked out to Bronze’s bigger suit, loaded up, and made twenty miles before we pulled over to camp. 

    Nobody tried to scry on us, for which I was not at all grateful.  I was in a mood to poke someone’s eye out.  Velina could tell.  She made sure I was left alone in the cab to brood. 

      

    Part of the problem, I think, is I don’t want to get married again. 

    I’ve got nothing against marriage.  Sometimes, a political alliance needs some cement, or an heir needs legitimacy, or there are reasons of position, influence, power, or wealth that make it a good idea.  Sometimes it’s a case of a match made in Heaven, or at least by a celestial entity. 

    I prefer to be married to someone I like.  Someone I liked in the first place, I mean, not someone I got used to afterward.  Lissette is in the second category.  Leisel would qualify for the first, but the weirdness—to me—of the local marriage customs make me think of her more as a business partner than a wife. 

    Yeah, I’m being unprofessional with my business partner.  We don’t have an HR department, so I’m not worried about it.  Besides, she started it. 

    Wow, that sounds bad.  “She started it.”  What am I, five? 

    If I’m honest with myself—a difficult feat, sometimes—I’d have to say my heart isn’t in this whole political marriage business.  If Inella and her father are any indication, some lord of a house is trying to auction off a daughter to both improve his cash flow as well as gain an ally.  I’m not wholeheartedly against the idea of paying a dowry or bride-price or whatever the cultural equivalent is here, but couldn’t we leave the daughter out of it while we work out a political alliance?  Seems like a win-win all around to me. 

    Nope.  The locals are quite keen on sealing the deal with a marriage.  The Temples are in upheaval, so they can’t be relied on to document anything, including inter-House alliances and agreements.  It’s harder to deny a marriage.  More witnesses, maybe. 

    Apparently, the Temples are more important than I believed.  It’s hard for a vampire to have faith in religion.  Proof denies faith, or so I’m told. 

    The locals also like marriages because there can be several.  After all, I can have more than one wife.  Sometimes more than one in any given position, depending on the position.  It’s hard to have multiple galvanais—at the same time, anyway—if you’re looking to have a clear line of inheritance.  But two rezeet?  Three vidat?  If your House has enough visitors, merchants, or politics to swamp the regulation one of each, having two or three is perfectly understandable.  In fact, it’s more than a little respected.  It shows prosperity.  It implies power.  It certainly means an active and thriving House.  Thing is, I don’t really want to be here and I definitely don’t want to be so deeply entangled.  I’m trying to be less involved with Tauta.  I’m trying to extract myself from this world, not get more entangled in it.  Having more wives here doesn’t seem… 

    You know what?  I’ve tried to play nice.  I’ve tried to blend in—not necessarily successfully, but I’ve made an effort.  I’ve tried to do things the Tassarian way wherever possible.  Why?  Because this isn’t a bad place.  I kind of like it.  The valley is a comfortable spot where they’re always glad to see me.  It’s a nice place to come back to. 

    It’s not home. 

    I miss Mount Arthur.  I miss Lissette.  I miss Tort.  I miss Mary.  I even miss T’yl, I guess.  Although Bob can go play with himself, preferably by running with scissors through an obstacle course.  And because of this, I don’t really want to be here in Tauta at all.  Given my choices, I don’t know where I want to be.  Or maybe… I’m not sure I want to be around these people. 

    Leisel is the obvious exception.  I like her.  Velina and Tessera are also on my list.  Hazir’s not a bad guy, either.  There are some others I know and like. 

    The rest of the place?  Not so much.  And I’ve had it with coddling the sensibilities of the locals.  I’m not part of their social order.  I’m not limited to whatever caste-defined role they think I should follow.  Or, rather, I’m the avatar of the new god on the block and nobody understands that.  They want to deny it, or to plug me into a more standard role.  Their caste system doesn’t have a listing for “avatar.” 

    Well, no more Mr. Nice Guy.  Screw them.  I’ve done things their way entirely too much.  I’m not taking it anymore. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 4th Day of Goloskir 

      

    Bronze rumbled contentedly down the road toward Kiristada while I thought about my options.  What do I want?  Forget about what the locals expect.  Forget what I’m supposedly obligated to do.  What do I want when it comes to Tauta and the Tassarian Empire? 

    The trouble with thinking the whole Empire can go to hell is I can’t simply smack it upside the head until it hollers “Uncle!”  I still need to couch things in terms and symbols the locals can comprehend.  I need to understand how they think in order to alter how they behave.  And for that, I have to work within their worldview, at least to some extent. 

    I called Hazir.  He was busy, unfortunately, so he promised to call me back.  I settled more comfortably into the driver’s seat and waited, thinking dark thoughts. 

      

    It was late in the evening when Hazir called me back.  His day job sometimes makes it difficult for him to have a long conversation during office hours.  I sat in the cab of Bronze’s truck and flipped down the sun visor to use the mirror on the back.  I smiled without mirth. 

    “I see you have been through much in the past year,” Hazir observed.  “You seem older than a single year would cause.”  As he spoke, I realized I was still using my amulet’s embedded illusion spells for my appearance.  Now that Phoebe wasn’t living with me, did I need them?  I made a note to turn them off after the call. 

    “Housing some portion of a deity inside a physical body is hard on the body,” I told him, semi-truthfully.  “I’ll be fine.” 

    “It looks good on you.  You look distinguished.  Dignified.” 

    “Thank you.  You’re looking well, yourself.” 

    “I have recovered nicely, thank you.” 

    “Recovered?” 

    “I had a recent challenge for my ranking.  It was a near thing, but I was victorious.” 

    “I see.  Congratulations.” 

    “What can I do for you, my friend?” 

    So I explained about the need for a mother and a diplomat. 

    “Here’s my problem,” I continued.  “I don’t want either.  I have no real desire for another wife, much less to inflict my children on one.  Yet, I’m supposed to have—one might say required to have—heirs for the House.  I have recently stopped giving a damn about what anyone else thinks or wants in this regard, but I recognize a proper line of succession is probably a good thing.” 

    “This is troublesome,” he mused, scratching along the edge of his jaw.  “I can only wonder at what qualities and powers the children of an avatar might possess.  Also, your bloodline… Hmm.  Yes, I see many problems.” 

    I decided this would be a good time to keep my mouth shut and let him think. 

    “At first thrust, I see only a few possibilities.” 

    “Enlighten me.” 

    “First, you might adopt a child and make it your heir.  You can help raise this mortal with Leisel for so long as your present avatar lasts.” 

    “Leisel isn’t attracted to the idea of mothering anyone.” 

    “I am unsurprised.  Another option is to find someone you trust and adopt this person.” 

    “I don’t know many children, Hazir.” 

    “It need not be a child.” 

    “Adopt an adult?” 

    “It has been done, but it is rare.  Cherask of Loben was an honored general in the service of the House of Arn… oh, a few hundred years ago.  It’s the only occasion of which I am aware, but it set a precedent.  The House of Arn had no heirs, so the manzhani of Arn adopted Cherask for the purpose of giving to him the rulership of the House.” 

    “This sounds familiar.  I think you mentioned it to me, a long time ago.  Tell me again and tell me more.” 

    “I have read of it, but I was not present,” he pointed out, smiling.  “It was an adoption of convenience, obviously.  While one may adopt across caste lines, it was, until then, solely for children.  The exception was made to avoid the loss of the name of the House of Arn, if memory serves.” 

    “Good!  I’m in the same situation.” 

    “Not quite.” 

    “No?” 

    “The House of Arn was an old and respected House.  If its name were lost, the balances of the Empire would be disturbed as many other Houses would lay claim to whatever pieces of the carcass they could.” 

    “And my House is an upstart in the middle of nowhere.  I see.  The House Lucard is a new House and would be no real loss if it vanished.” 

    “Worse for us,” he went on, “the Temples ratified the will of the gods in his adoption.  The Temples must ratify all adoptions across caste lines.” 

    “So, at a warmeet, warriors can adopt warrior orphans, but a warrior orphan with zero talent for combat and a profound gift for… for music, say, needs to go through the Temple.” 

    “Yes.  How do you not know this?” 

    “The Temples and I don’t talk much.  They haven’t put up a statue to me yet, have they?” 

    “I see your point.” 

    “Besides, I’m the Lord of Secrets.  If everybody knows something, it’s not a secret, so it’s not really my area.” 

    “Ah.  I shall pretend I understand.” 

    “Thank you for your patience, if not comprehension.  So, if I wanted to…” I trailed off, thinking.  He waited with an expectant look.  “Bear with me here,” I told him.  “Purely as an example, let me use you.” 

    “I am at your service.” 

    “Let’s say I wanted to adopt you.” 

    “I am unsuitable as a primary heir.” 

    “I don’t see why.” 

    “My preferences in certain areas make it difficult to discharge the primary duty.” 

    “I don’t follow.” 

    “Perhaps we should follow your train of thought,” he suggested, uncomfortably. 

    “Just answer me this: In this example, if you were appointed as the manzhani of House Lucard, could you do the job?” 

    “Let us assume so, for this example.” 

    “Fantastic.  Now, correct me if I’m wrong, but if I want such an adoption to stick, I have to get the Temple to sign off on it?  The Temples, as a whole, have to ratify it to make it official.  You can only inherit because the Temples confirm it?  They don’t get anything—there’s no inheritance tithe or offering or whatever.  They just keep the records and confirm the gods have agreed?” 

    “Correct in essence,” he agreed, relaxing.  “There is usually a nominal sacrifice, depending on factors I do not understand.  In this case, if you can convince the Temples regarding your status as a living god, I doubt there will be much more than a calf, perhaps a cow, put to sacrifice.  Unless you demand more, of course.” 

    “Of course.  I’ll bear it in mind.  Now, from what I understand, there are half a dozen major cities with full-on Temple complexes.” 

    “There are seventeen cities with Temples of note.  The minor shrines with an attendant priest in a little town or village are not material to this.  We must concern ourselves with the Temple complexes, as you put it, where they keep the records.” 

    “Seventeen?” 

    “Seventeen.” 

    “How many of them are on my side?” 

    “Six of them either subscribe to the doctrine of the New Gods or have not declared, officially, one way or the other.  Most of these are in the south, including Sarashda.” 

    “What about Balastada?  Isn’t it a southern city?” 

    “Yes.  Balastada and Quelirada are southern cities who name you as a heretic.  The surrounding cities—Termalada, Kiristada, and Morilada adhere to the New Gods, while Locquastada is yet undecided.  The northern cities maintain allegiance to the old ways, except for Elanrion, which is one of those without a clear preference.”  His smile quirked a bit.  “It has not escaped my notice those farthest away are more likely to deny your divinity.” 

    “Yeah.  Okay.  Damn.” 

    “What troubles you?” 

    “I was leading up to something.  In my example, I adopt you.  Boom.  You’re now a Lucard.  You’ll inherit as soon as I step down.  Right?” 

    “Correct in essence.” 

    “To adopt you, though, I have to convince all the Temples to file it as fact, right?” 

    “Mmm.  Ideally, yes.  Those who do not accept you and the mastery of your House will not agree.  I see no recourse but to conquer them.  But I also acknowledge I am a warrior, and settling political disputes through force of arms is what I know.” 

    “Dang it, I was thinking if it was just a few Temples, I could go there and convince them to file the paperwork whether they—hold it,” I broke off.  “What was the bit about the mastery of my House?  Aren’t I the manzhani of House Lucard?” 

    “Not that sort of mastery,” he explained.  “Mastery of the House Lucard over all the others.” 

    “What are you talking about?” 

    “You are the living avatar of the Lord of Secrets, the physical manifestation of a god.  You are not some child of a mortal who founded a caste, whose descendants make up all those who occupy it.  You are a caste unto yourself.  Or, possibly, the caste of the gods.  All those who come after you will inherit your bloodline.  You are a source, not a descendant.  Hence, your bloodline is the purest and your offspring will have a divine ancestor far more immediate than any other House can claim.  Your House, by an extension of the Temples’ own dogma, must therefore have the mastery over all the others.  House Lucard must be the First House in the Council of Law.” 

    “Would you excuse me a moment, Hazir?’ 

    “Certainly.” 

    I turned off the mirror for a moment.  Bronze shivered on her tracks while I shrieked in frustrated rage. I could have exploded on the spot, but exploding is messy.  Bronze winced in spirit and asked me not to do it again. 

    I agreed I could probably keep it in check, now.  She also asked if I wanted to do anything about the warriors scrambling to surround her. 

    “My people?” 

    It was the shriek, she assured me.  I stuck my head out and reassured them, or tried to. 

    “Just a minor summoning.  It didn’t like being sent back,” I told them. 

    “It’s gone?” 

    “Completely.” 

    They were only somewhat reassured.  I can’t say I blame them.  In retrospect, I should have simply said, “Yes.”  “Completely” implies the possibility of sending something back incompletely, which is three syllables more than a warrior wants to know about such matters. 

    I settled in again and cast a sound-dampening spell against any fresh outbursts.  I dialed up my altar ego on my ring. 

    What’s up? he asked. 

    “Yeah.  Got a quick question.” 

    Shoot. 

    “What’s the deal with House Lucard being the master House of the Empire?” 

    I beg your pardon?  You want to run that by me again? 

    I related Hazir’s observations.  I felt my altar ego frown. 

    This is news to me, he admitted. 

    “Oh?  How?” 

    I’m not a priest!  I’m a god, and one they don’t talk to!  They don’t even have an idol of me in the Temples!  How the hell would I know what their centuries of religious foofaraw has gotten up to?  It’s not like the gods up here would understand it, and they don’t talk to me, either! 

    This brought me up short.  He had a point.  How many deities actually keep a running commentary with their clergy?  Sure, they might in high-magic worlds where it’s relatively easy to zap a divine vision down, like Rethven.  Not so much on Earth.  And, evidently, not here.  The local gods aren’t yet up to such things and my altar ego doesn’t have enough of a dedicated priesthood to matter. 

    “Well, damn.” 

    I’ll try.  Just point him out. 

    “It was an expletive, not an order.” 

    Oh, okay.  Want to tell me what this is all about? 

    “Apparently, our New Gods heresy is difficult to swallow because it not only upsets the religious nuts but also the political nuts.  As I understand it, having a demigod show up in the flesh to found a House makes his House the purest bloodline.  Therefore, it is the House with the most… I don’t know.  Power?  Prestige?  Authority?  Rank?  I don’t know how they think of it because I don’t understand how these—” I cut myself off.  “How they think,” I corrected.  “I haven’t eaten enough of the high-ranking sorts to understand the nobility.” 

    So, if we’re founding a House, we’re creating, by default, the ruling House of the Empire?  You’re the de-facto Emperor? 

    “I guess?” 

    Hold on a minute!  If we can do it, what’s to stop another deity from doing the same thing? 

    “They’re too stupid?  Or not yet evolved enough?” 

    Yes, but the mortals don’t know that.  By accepting the New Gods heresy, they open themselves up to having their whole social order rearranged every time any one of an undetermined number of unknown gods pokes his or her divine nose into the world! 

    I moved into the sleeper section to lie down.  I pressed the heels of my hands into my eye-sockets while I thought things over. 

    “You know what?  I don’t think I care.  We’ve screwed up the Empire and, as far as I’m concerned the Empire deserves to be screwed.” 

    This can’t be laid on our altar.  They set up the rules. 

    “All right.  What do we do about it?  The political shenanigans, I mean.” 

    Offhand, I can’t say.  I mean, you could permanently leave, but it doesn’t do much for the problem.  Do you care what happens to House Lucard? 

    “House Lucard was never more than a cover story to me.  This whole world was a mistake on my part.  I wanted someplace to hide out and do some research without attracting angelic attention.  Tauta and House Lucard were byproducts of that, nothing more.  The House was supposed to let me fit in.  It’s nothing but another alias.” 

    Not anymore. 

    “I still don’t care about the House.  I do care about the people in the valley, though, in the sense I feel somewhat responsible for them.  I also give a moderate damn—more like a darn—about how we rattled the whole Empire with a religious revelation.  And it’s not a very enthusiastic darn.” 

    I know.  From my perspective, I’d like to keep the New Gods doctrine going.  The kustoni and I are getting along much better after the visitation, but the Empire has an organized religion. 

    “Okay.  You want a religious base.  I want the valley unmolested.  How do we get both these things?” 

    I’m not sure.  Who told you about the setup with the bloodlines of Houses and whatnot? 

    “Hazir.” 

    Talk to him.  Find out more.  Ask him questions. 

    “I plan to.” 

    I’ll be interested to hear what he has to say. 

      

    The physiological aspects of meditation don’t have much to do with my nighttime biology.  On the other hand, the physical movement of my meditative murder-fu helps me calm down for the mental aspects.  I can’t do those in a sleeper cab, so I climbed down and went through what was usually my morning routine.  People watched while pretending not to, but I didn’t mind.  I think they assumed it was some sort of spell. 

    Suitably centered and somewhat restored to a better mental equilibrium, I climbed back in the cab and prepared to have my calm damaged and my cool completely blown.  Again. 

    I woke Hazir up and apologized for the lateness of the call.  He forgave me. 

    “I have been awakened at strange hours before,” he added.  “It is of no great import.” 

    “Thank you.  So, here’s the deal.  I—and my celestial essence—want two major things.  We want to stabilize the Empire so the valley isn’t the subject of a religious schism’s ire.  We also want to persuade the Temples to adopt the New Gods doctrine.  Are these mutually exclusive or is there a way to do both?” 

    “I would think your goals achievable,” he mused.  “If you convince the Temples to adopt the New Gods doctrine, it should resolve the schism and leave House Lucard as the dominant House of the Empire.  While this solves the theological conflict, the other Houses will resent it.  Among the warriors, we accept rising or falling in rank with our relative skill.  The Houses have been so arranged almost since the founding of the Empire, with some minor rearrangements as second sons create new Houses, or two Houses join their bloodlines to generate a better heir.  You, catapulting a new House to the top… The Houses will resent and resist this.” 

    “Hold it.  I don’t want to be the dominant House.  I’d rather restore the Empire to its former status quo, if it’s not too much trouble.  Which is to say, we can burn it all down if that’s easier.” 

    “I am uncertain how such a restoration might be accomplished.  If you impose your doctrine on the Temples, you will restore the foundations of the Empire.  If the Empire has no schism, the laws will be intact.  Therefore, under the laws of the Empire, your House will be first among all Houses, being closest in blood to the gods.  The Houses will resist this restoration.  For now, I think many will support the Old Gods Temples to keep you from threatening their ranking.” 

    “Well, crap.” 

    “Crap?” 

    Damn.  English again. 

    “It’s an expression of disgust at the frustrating nature of the world.” 

    “I sympathize.” 

    “Hazir, I need outside-the-box thinking, here.  Work with me.” 

    He rubbed one stubbled cheek and leaned back, thinking. 

    “I am uncertain…” he began, and trailed off. 

    “Hey, at this point I’ll take anything.”  I did not mention how my ideas were likely to be arbitrary, unilateral, abrupt, and final. 

    “Understand, I am not a priest, nor am I charged with interpreting the law.  I am merely familiar with many aspects of it from the nature of my duties to the mahrani of Sarashda and much reading.” 

    “You’re a cop, not a lawyer.  Got it.  Go on.” 

    “If there is not some hidden subtlety of which I am unaware, I believe—I believe—there is a solution.” 

    “Don’t spin it for the suspense!  Out with it!” 

    “We spoke earlier about your, ah… lack of interest in having more wives.” 

    “Definitely.” 

    “There may be a solution to be found within this lack of interest.” 

    “Double crap,” I snapped, then gritted my teeth for a moment.  “No, go on,” I sighed.  “Who do I have to marry?” 

    “No, no!  I mean your weakness in this arena may be to your advantage.” 

    “I wouldn’t call it a weakness, exactly.” 

    “I speak only in a political sense.  Leisel is confident of your preferences and abilities.  No, I refer to your apparent distaste for additional complications within the structure of your House.” 

    “Oh.  Okay, you’ve got me there.  Go on.” 

    “One of the foremost political issues dividing the Empire is the upset your bloodline causes.  Old, established Houses are suddenly lower on the ladder.  Worse, among themselves their differences in rank are only barely discernable.  You will be over them like the First above the novice.  They will have to defer to you at the Council of Law, since you will speak first and direct the Council as it debates.  Far worse, to their minds, are more Houses, founded by multiple heirs of your body.  Or, worst of all, newer gods may found new Houses and force them even lower.” 

    “But I don’t want to—” 

    “It does not matter,” he insisted.  “If they accept you, they must also accept there can be others who will take on mortal form and sow their seed.  They have no recourse at all if this occurs.  No recourse aside from hoping to marry their ‘degenerate’ bloodlines into these fresh wellsprings of the divine.  It makes them secondary.  Mere mortals, not the children of the gods, not the prime movers of the Empire.  Not if the gods descend to rule in the place of men.” 

    “Is that why some of the existing Houses were willing to marry off a daughter to me?” 

    “Indeed.  Far more appealing would be to marry their sons to your daughters.  Then your daughters would come to their Houses and so spread your divine blood among their descendants, strengthening their House’s position.” 

    Everybody wants my blood.  I didn’t say it, but I thought it. 

    “How does this help me?” I demanded. 

    “We discussed the possibility of adoption.  If you are without issue—if there are no children in direct line of descent from you, the physical form of a god—then the bloodline issue is immaterial.  If your heirs are not of divine descent, Lucard would be simply a minor House no matter your personal status. 

    “The Houses of the cities wherein the New Gods doctrine is not accepted are almost certain to be against it because of the status they will lose.  No doubt many Houses in places where it is accepted are yet uncomfortable with the implications, but the Great Houses are the major concern.  Reassure those and the rest will also be reassured, thus offering no resistance.  It will allow them to be… not ‘impartial,’ perhaps, but somewhat removed from the difficulties the Temple will face.  Without their support, the Temples will have to deal with you on their own. 

    “The Temples, on the other hand, are certain to still have reservations.”  He looked thoughtful, calculating something in his mind.  “The old guard Temples will be in two sorts.  One sort will go with the will of the Great Houses.  If the Houses are no longer willing to support them, declaring it a purely religious matter, some of those Temples will surrender to the inevitable, or simply stand aside and wait until there is a clear winner.  The others, more firmly dogmatic, will resist with all their power the new doctrine regardless of any House support.” 

    “They really hate me, don’t they?” 

    “Some Temples really do,” he agreed.  “There may not be as many of them as the current division may suggest, however.  Again, each city must be evaluated to see where the true source of resistance lies—the Houses or the Temples.  The Houses, I think, will be easier to persuade.  They are accustomed to negotiations.  But the Temples?”  He shook his head.  “I am not a priest.” 

    “What if I murder all the protesting priests and leave the agreeable ones alive?” 

    Hazir gave me a look.  I sighed. 

    “All right, all right.  I suppose it wouldn’t be civilized.” 

    “No, clearly not.” 

    “Fun, but in no sense civilized.” 

    Civilization is overrated, Firebrand suggested. 

    Sometimes, I agree with you, I told it.  Hush.  Hazir’s talking. 

    “Perhaps you might put less of a premium on killing?” he suggested. 

    “I’ll try,” I replied. 

    I won’t, Firebrand added, to me. 

    Am I surprised? 

    Nope!  You get me, Boss.  I appreciate it. 

    “As I see it,” Hazir continued, “your campaign must be directed toward the hearts and minds—winning both, not removing one and terrifying the other.” 

    “So, what’s the plan?” 

    “If—if—you can persuade the Houses, you will have some cities come over to your side, or at least step back from the conflict.  You may be able to completely switch some of the Temples and decide some of the undecided..” 

    “But not all?” 

    “While I see a way to soothe the Houses, there will be Temples unwilling to even consider your claims.  If there is no direct opposition from the Houses in a city—a wholly different matter than persuading them you have no designs on their ranking!—the city will follow the Temples.” 

    “And those will have to be coerced.” 

    “Taken,” he corrected. 

    “Got it.  Wonderful.  Fantastic.  I’m over the moon with delight.” 

    “I am offering only an opinion,” he replied, mildly. 

    “And my sarcasm momentarily got the better of me.  I may not like it, but I do appreciate your opinion and value it.  I apologize if it seemed otherwise.” 

    “I accept your apology.  You are forgiven.” 

    “Thank you.  What other words of unwelcome wisdom do you have for me?” 

    “At this hour?  I can answer your questions, perhaps, but it will be tomorrow before I can think creatively.” 

    “It is rather late, isn’t it?  Again, I apologize.  You’ve given me much to think about.  Go back to bed.” 

    “With pleasure.”  He turned to go back to bed.  I saw a figure in the bed, but it was only a glimpse before he disconnected.  I have to admire a man who will answer at some unholy hour of the night to discuss politics when he’s clearly got company.  That’s a good friend. 

      

    I had another conversation with my altar ego.  I brought him up to speed on Hazir’s evaluation of my situation and the Empire. 

    So, what you’re saying is in order to stabilize your House, you need to stabilize the whole Empire? 

    “That’s what it sounded like to me.” 

    Tell me you’re not actually considering this. 

    We were both silent for several seconds.  I did not tell him I was thinking of burning the Empire to the ground and starting over.  I also didn’t tell him I was thinking of at least making an effort to keep from having to do that.  I wasn’t yet sure what I wanted to do, nor how emotionally invested in this I wanted to get. 

    Well, shit.  What is it with you and world-shaking political implications? 

    “Whoa up there, podnuh.  Before we lay all the political troubles at my doorstep, how about the religious ones?  Who’s the brand-spanking-new Master of Night, Lord of Fire and Shadow, and Keeper of Secrets?” 

    Um. 

    “Yeah, that’s what I thought!” 

    I’m gonna go out on a limb and say you’re feeling a tad responsible for all this. 

    “And you’re not?” 

    I didn’t say that, he hedged.  We did kind of upset the whole social order of the Empire… 

    “What really burns my ass is I agree with you.” 

    All right, so we’re in agreement.  What do we do about it? 

    “The way I see it, the big problem is, as usual, religion.” 

    Now hold on! 

    “I mean organized religion.  Or, in this case, disorganized.” 

    Oh?  You have my attention. 

    “The main problem is the Temples.  Some believe in you, some don’t.  All we have to do is prove you’re a god.  Yes?” 

    Sort of.  It’s not that simple. 

    “It never is, but if we can get the Temples to quit declaring holy war here on the material plane, things should settle down.  Am I right?” 

    Uh… I have to agree.  I guess I have to agree.  Yes. 

    “I’m pretty sure I can get the political side of things to calm down.” 

    Really?  How? 

    “First, I assure them I won’t be handing out any god-blooded children to ruin their social standing.  If that doesn’t work, I can throw money at them until the pile is too big to shoot through.  I’m betting there aren’t many Houses who won’t take the deal.  The few who won’t are probably over-religious anyway, so they’ll have to be dealt with in more physical fashion.   

    “Which leaves us with, for the most part, convincing die-hard religious fanatics to accept the new scriptures.  How do we get them to?  Can we get your roommates up there to tell the priests what to go do with themselves?” 

    I highly doubt it.  They’re powerful, but they’re not yet smart enough.  They recognize each other as not-food, but so do tigers.  They still don’t hold a conversation worth a damn. 

    “I can crank up dynamos tuned to each of them to lure them over, if it’ll help.  We could lure them into a group, or one at a time…” 

    No, that’s not the problem, he told me.  The trouble is the proto-gods up here haven’t yet fully formed.  They have immense power because they’re using it to grow, not make miracles.  No miracles in the physical world, anyway.  Creating an energy source for them—albeit a tiny one—is like trying to attract tigers by holding out a spoonful of bloody meat.  If you’re lucky, it won’t work.  If you’re unlucky… 

    “…they eat the meat, the spoon, and you,” I finished.  “Got it.  Hey!” 

    Hey what? 

    “The proto-gods up there are… what’s the thing?  Adapting to their worship, right?” 

    Mmm.  Sort of.  What do you mean? 

    “They’re still in the process of formation, right?  The locals are worshiping their individual concepts of the gods.  I get the impression this isn’t too coherent a picture.” 

    From what I can tell, yes.  Everyone is going to have their own impression of their patron deity.  They always do.  Their gods would do better if there was an order of priests devoted to each individual deity, instead of priests who focus on particular types of worship across all the caste lines.  Then they’d have a better focus and a more coherent pattern from their worshipers.  Why? 

    “It just occurred to me your main problem with the local gods is they can’t be reasoned with.  They’re big, powerful things roaming around the celestial jungle and, hopefully, moving up the evolutionary ladder to reach full sentience and sapience.  Right?” 

    Pretty much, yeah. 

    “What would happen if we set them up with divinity dynamos?  I don’t mean just a random set.  I mean if we took… say, Rahýfel.  The God of Wizards, suitably isolated from Rahýfel, could find a dynamo farm of his own.  One tuned mostly to him, very close but not quite there.  If we set up a particular pattern of being in those dynamos, would he have to make changes in himself—adapt—to fully utilize the forces involved?” 

    That’s a complex theological question and I’m not sure I’m qualified to answer it. 

    “Best guess?” 

    I think it could be done.  What you’re trying to do—and correct me if I’m wrong—is introduce a… a… a more definite, more concrete and coherent pattern than the current one? 

    “Yes, in the short-term.  In the long-term?” 

    In the long term?  He paused for a moment, thinking.  Are you considering a conscious, directed attempt to evolve the local gods?  To present them with easy stages of advancement by periodically altering the patterns of their dynamo farms? 

    “Yep!  You’re exactly right.” 

    In essence, you want to create gods. 

    “Hmm.  Yes, I guess that’s a fair statement.” 

    Are you familiar with the word “chutzpah”? 

    “I’ve heard the word.  Why? 

    You’ve got more than anyone I know. 

    “I’m thinking it would help if I turn those primal entities into things you can negotiate with.” 

    It’s an idea, he agreed.  It might even work.  I’ve never heard of it being done before, but how is that different from most everything else we do? 

    “I’m glad to have you on board.” 

    Whoa up, podnuh, he ordered.  There are problems with this idea. 

    “Aren’t there always?” 

    The big one is the energy output.  You’ll need a dynamo farm big enough to at least equal a sizable fraction of the total worship output of the Tassarian Empire. 

    “That’s doable.” 

    Here in Tauta, so the trans-planar energy-transfer costs are minimized. 

    “Oh,” I replied, in a very small voice. 

    For each of the gods, he added.  I winced. 

    “It can be done,” I decided, hating the idea already. 

    For each of them, count on at least one dedicated power plant here, a twice-yearly dynamo-tuning upgrade, and a minimum of a century in local time.  Or a dozen dynamo farms per deity if you want to transmit power across the planar borders. 

    “Oof.  How about we not list all the problems right this second?” I suggested.  “You think about it and maybe we can come up with ways to streamline the process.  In the meantime, we’ll have to work on the local clergy without the help of your upstairs cohorts.” 

    I presume we’re shooting for an adoption of the New Gods doctrine by the priests?  Inclusion of me as a god, active worship, all that? 

    “Ideally, yes.  I’m willing to at least try to not undercut your food supply.” 

    Thank you.  How can we do it?  Those Temples determined to call you a heretic aren’t going to change their minds simply because you ask nicely.  You’ll need much stronger medicine to cure them. 

    “Well, I’m not going to indiscriminately nuke all the cities who don’t accept you as a god.” 

    While I agree with you in principle, I also note there are no Heru around here, he pointed out.  You could get away with it. 

    My response was, shall we say, forceful. 

    Okay!  Okay!  I wasn’t suggesting it!  I only pointed it out! 

    “Leave that kind of temptation to Firebrand!” 

    You know, Firebrand piped up, if it would solve the problem, I… uh… think it would… Hm.  It trailed off as I glared at it.  The gems in the eyes of the dragon-hilt flickered, as though blinking.  Uh, nevermind.  Forget I said anything.  I’ll just let you two discuss. 

    I muttered something and leaned back in the seat, eyes closed. 

    All right, my altar ego went on, what do you plan to do? 

    “There are lot of things I don’t want to do.  As it stands, I have a potential course of action, but no plan.”  I rubbed my temples.  “What I’m going to do is talk to Leisel.” 

    Want me to brief her? 

    “No.  I want to go over it all again with her.  Every time I run through it, there’s a chance I’ll see a new aspect or wrinkle and come up with a better idea.” 

    How’s that working so far? 

    “Shut up.” 

    Thought so. 

      

    I used my coffin—storage box?—as a shift-box.  I’ve got it set to switch spaces with a corner of Bronze’s barn.  I arrive lying down, but so what?  I’m too lazy to rig a change in axes for something this temporary.  It’s just there to let me castle back to the castle. 

    I wonder if the castle has a name?  I mean, there’s Neuschwanstein, Corvin, Mont Saint Michel, and Windsor.  Castles have names, don’t they?  I’ll ask as soon as I’m near someone who is likely to know.  If I remember. 

    Leisel, of course, wasn’t readily available.  She’d made a trip out to Tradefort to listen to a dispute and elected to spend the night rather than ride back.  Serves me right for not checking in.  Well, we’d discuss matters when she wasn’t occupied. 

    I had a much longer talk with my altar ego once I had a sand table all to myself.  We made tentative plans regarding the upcoming reunification of the Empire.  In accord with those, I did preliminary work. 

    Part of this was the wealth production machine down in the treasury. 

    Gold was easy.  I found an Earthline with one-kilogram gold bars.  The shift-box I built keeps snatching the same one.  Doing a little math tells me the dungeon room I put it in should be full in about a year and a half, but we’ll doubtless be dumping a lot of it on someone as a bribe. 

    I’m risking horrible repercussions to the economy of the Empire.  Then again, I’ve already done horrible things to it and plan to do a lot of violence and bloodshed.  Cheap gold isn’t the worst thing I could do, not by a long thermonuclear bowshot. 

    Re-mapping the Empire wasn’t much harder.  The only trouble I had was turning a sand table projection into a flat, map-like view.  When Leisel turned a map into a tapestry, she hired wizard.  It was a good map, no doubt about it, but I wanted something a bit less art project and a bit more grid reference.  Fortunately, I know a computer with a surprising number of free processor cycles.  One holographic camera later, I was uploading shots for Zeno to process. 

    Balastada was the nearest Old Gods city, so I paid particular attention to it.  It sits on the eastern side of the Razikian Range, almost at the mouth of the Pass of Zyran.  It doesn’t occupy the pass like Eastgate did, but it’s parked so close it dominates the traffic.  An army marching through has to pass far too close to Balastada.  Smaller parties, such as myself and my escort, might move by too quickly to be intercepted by a major force, but an army?  No. 

    Yes, we did move by quickly.  I was referring to a more normal mode of travel.  There isn’t much that can catch Bronze when she’s in a hurry, but a party of twelve, on regular horseback, traveling fast and light, could also get away with bypassing Balastada if they cared enough to make the effort.  Patrolling scouts might spot them, maybe even engage and delay them, but it was unlikely they would be stopped.  Twelve wagons, on the other hand, would have to have major magical concealment. 

    Sarashda is the only metropolitan area south of the Razikian Range, and it’s come over to the New Gods doctrine.  There are numerous towns and villages in the forests and jungle of the Sarashda triangle, but the next Old Gods Temple complex is in Balastada.  It’s our first target for conversion. 

    If we have to take the city, I feel I’ve seen enough of it to suit me.  I hope it doesn’t come down to house-to-house fighting.  It shouldn’t.  I mean, the warfare around here is more a case of checkmate than obliterate.  This is a religious schism, though, and an attack on the whole power structure of the Empire.  We’ll see.

  


   
    Tauta, 5th Day of Goloskir 

      

    Once the sun came up, I went to find breakfast.  The kitchen promised me food and, much to my delight, the head cook sent me away.  It’s possible to say “Get out of my kitchen” in a polite and respectful way, yet still make it firm enough to be a direct order.  He shooed me out by waving a knife at me, but I don’t think he even realized.  He didn’t think of it.  A knife just happened to be in his hand, so he waved it.  It could as easily have been a spatula or tongs.  I like him. 

    I waited in a lesser dining room.  There are rooms for State dinners and rooms for feeding shifts of servants and soldiers, but there are also a few smaller rooms for more intimate get-togethers.  I put my feet up on another chair and leaned my chair onto its back legs.  The chairs were heavy things and easily took my weight. 

    Phoebe came in, helmet under one arm, sweat still on her brow, hair somewhat disarrayed, and wearing her suit of scales. 

    “Hi, Pop!” 

    “Morning,” I replied, surprised.  “Or is it afternoon?” 

    “It’s morning here, but I left my place about lunchtime a couple of days ago.” 

    “Morning, then.  How are you?” 

    “Pretty good.  I thought you were Froggie-went-a-courtin’?” 

    “Had to come back for my pistol.” 

    “Really?” 

    “No, I came back to discuss it with Leisel.” 

    “I thought Leisel already talked you into it?” she asked, plunking herself down in another chair.  She pulled off gauntlets and swept her hair back with both hands. 

    “She did, but I’ve since had second thoughts.” 

    “Your privilege, I guess,” she decided and settled back in her seat.  “I wasn’t looking forward to a stepmom, but I’ve often wondered if you were lonely.” 

    “Never.  I have you.  And Bronze and your Uncle Dusty.  And if I’m really hard up for conversation, Firebrand.” 

    Oh, you’re a laugh riot, it sneered, while Phoebe laughed.  Fun-ny. 

    “You know I’m kidding,” I told it.  “You’re the best conversationalist of the lot.” 

    That’s better. 

    “I had more in mind being lonely, Pop,” Phoebe corrected.  “Didn’t you ever want to, you know, go out on a date?” 

    “Eh.  It’s not that I’m uninterested or unwilling, it’s just I have a hard time meeting people.  People I like,” I added. 

    “I suppose.  Hey, this reminds me.” 

    “What of?” 

    “If you don’t have another kid, am I going to inherit the House?” 

    “What?  Why do you ask?” 

    “I’ve been here, off and on, over weeks of time.  Did you think I set up urban fighting drills without talking to people?” 

    “Silly me.” 

    “It’s okay, Pop.  You’ve got a lot on your plate.  So, am I a princess or not?” 

    “I would guess you could inherit the place, if you want it,” I decided.  Inwardly, I did some mental juggling.  If I admitted she was adopted and formalized the adoption locally, she wouldn’t be a ‘god-blooded’ offspring, so it might work.  I was just glad she wasn’t asking questions about her biology.  As the avatar of a god—supposedly—any of my children should be demigods, shouldn’t they?  Or would they merely be great heroes of legend?  I didn’t relish getting into that discussion. 

    “I can certainly make arrangements regarding your inheritance, if you want,” I went on.  “You do seem to like it here.” 

    “What makes you say that?” 

    “You’re here, aren’t you?  You went to the trouble of using your mirror or adjusting the shift-closet, didn’t you?  And you keep popping in.” 

    “I only come here for the fighting.  I’ve come to realize I’ve been a martial arts student, not a warrior.  Here, I can learn to be.  I’m not overly fond of the place as a whole.” 

    “What’s wrong with my valley?” 

    She tsked at me.  My tone might have been a trifle defensive. 

    “Get your feathers down, Pop.  It’s not a bad place.” 

    “Sorry.  But seriously, what’s not to love?” 

    “The plumbing is primitive, there’s no such thing as hot water—not what I’d call hot—the smells are pervasive, the people unwashed, there is no climate control, the food is bland when it’s not drenched in spices, they don’t understand what ice cream is, nor why one would want ice in a drink, the beds are awful, and I have yet to see a malt shop or movie theater.” 

    I blinked at her for a moment.  We clearly had different perspectives and priorities.  I suppose I should have expected it. 

    “You’ve given this a lot of thought, I see.” 

    “You see worlds as technology and people and social institutions, with occasional dinner companions.  I’m more interested in how comfortable they are.  You taught me to evaluate worlds I might want to live in, so I have a whole set of criteria.  This is not a world I want to call home.” 

    “Fair enough.  So you keep coming for lessons?  Is that it?” 

    “Mostly for the practice.” 

    “Oh?  What else?” 

    “Uh… well, it’s a good place to recuperate in a hurry.  A lot of time goes by here during one night back at my apartment.” 

    I didn’t move my feet from the chair.  I didn’t lean forward.  I didn’t move at all. 

    “I see,” I said, trying to sound casual.  “Were you injured?” 

    “Pop, calm down.” 

    “I am calm.” 

    “Oh no you’re not.” 

    I followed her gaze and my shadow shrank.  I glared at it as it shuffled meekly back into position.  Damn it, the blasted thing has to quit giving me away.  It’s worse than an eye twitch at the poker table. 

    “All right, I’m simulating calm.  Aside from my shadow, it’s quite a good simulation, though.  I can keep it up all day.” 

    “I worry more about it at night.” 

    “For you, I’ll make the effort. Now, how were you injured?” 

    “Not in a fight.  It was my own stupid fault.  I went charging down the stairwell in my building and slipped.” 

    “This is cause for a gate trip to recuperate?  How badly injured were you?” 

    “I was practicing leaping down from landing to landing, bouncing off the wall, and leaping down the next flight.” 

    I visualized the acrobatics involved.  Get it right and you go downstairs faster than the elevator.  Get it wrong and you could go to the hospital as fast as an ambulance. 

    “Ouch.” 

    “You got it, Pop.  I didn’t want to miss dance class.  There was no way I would be recovered for it if I didn’t borrow time.” 

    I shook my head.  Maybe I have a different perspective on it, not having grown up with spells of all sorts, unlike Phoebe. 

    “I’m just glad you’re okay.” 

    “I’m fine,” she assured me.  “I got here yesterday—no, the day before—and the time differential is solidly in my favor with my mirror’s micro-gate ticking off the seconds.  I not only recovered overnight but had a good run-in with Tessera and Perrim.” 

    I debated whether or not to mention my own time-distortion gates.  We might wind up at cross-purposes, someday.  I chose to shelve the question for the moment.  I was more interested in her sidekick. 

    “Good to hear.  How’s your new friend?” 

    “Perrim?” 

    “No.  Jason.” 

    “Oh.  He and I haven’t had a chance to really hang out, yet.  I’ve called to set up an appointment on a paintball range, though, and ask him to get us both some paintball gear.  We’ll see how we click.” 

    “Ah.  Well, keep me posted.” 

    “I will.”  She hesitated, then went on.  “Pop?” 

    “What’s on your mind, Punkin?” 

    “I know Leisel isn’t exactly my stepmom.  Tauta has different marriage customs.  If you get a galvanais, though—those are for having babies and producing heirs, right?” 

    “If I do—a big ‘if’ if ever I heard one—she won’t be your stepmother.  You’ll meet her, I’m sure, but you don’t live here and you don’t want to be the princess of House Lucard.  If you don’t like her you can mostly ignore her.” 

    “I’m glad,” Phoebe breathed, relaxing.  “I wasn’t sure.” 

    “Anybody gives you a hard time about anything, tell me.  If I’m not around, tell them to go play with themselves.  Or to consult Leisel and your Uncle Dusty.” 

    “Don’t I get a knight in shining armor to rescue me?” 

    “Don’t I count?” 

    “Your armor is too dark.” 

    “Fair point,” I agreed, “but you were raised to be a self-rescuing princess.  What do you need a knight in any sort of armor for?” 

    “Morale?” she suggested.  “Backup?  Someone to hold my beer while I do something stupid?  Or someone to do the stupid thing while I hold his beer.” 

    “I like that last one best.  If you need someone like that, I volunteer.” 

    “Thanks, Pop.”  She kissed my cheek and ran off as a couple of people came in to serve breakfast.  I’m not sure if they intended her to eat or not, but it didn’t go to waste. 

      

    I took a while, checking over the castle spells and doing a survey of the underground tunnels.  The castle has basement levels, of course, but not all the underground areas connect.  There’s no reason to have the dungeons share a hallway with the treasury, for example.  Come to that, not all the dungeon areas connect to each other.  An escaped prisoner in one section won’t be freeing all the prisoners. 

    The passage to the underground harbor—the elevator tunnels and stairs—were coming along as projected, but it would still be the better part of a year before the shafts were complete.  The existing ones were already taking up all the power I could funnel into them.  I could speed things up by a few days by adding a fresh jolt from a power crystal, but it would require ongoing effort to make a material change in the timetable. 

    Maybe if I traded off on the tunneling power panel matrix?  I could have it do nothing but grow more panels for a while, maximize the power production, then include a feedback loop to only produce a new panel when the spells were robust enough to take the extra power.  It would keep things operating at maximum and, due to long-term spell anti-erosion, gradually increase the rate.  Good plan. 

    On the other hand, if I add more spells to the mix, they can take any excess power.  A spell is making the torus-shaped cavern area, but what if I divide the labor between two spells?  One on the eastern half, one on the western half?  And maybe put a couple extra on the shafts and tunnels, about the halfway mark?  They can work away from the middle to meet with the ones coming in from then ends. 

    I whistled while I worked, happy as a vampire in a blood bank. 

    It’ll be a few days before the power-panel replication catches up to the new maximum demand from the spells, but everything will kick into high gear when it does.  All together, they might manage to be done in four Tautan months.  Which is about three and a half months longer than Mount Arthur would take to do the same project. 

    I miss my pet rock.  It’s an awesome pet rock.  It might be the best pet rock in the history of history. 

    About lunchtime, Leisel made it back to the castle.  Someone must have told her I was waiting.  She dismounted in the courtyard and came straight up to see me.  I met her in the little dining room set aside for the Mazhani of La Mancha. 

    Dang.  Manzhani of Lucard and Mazhani of La Mancha.  I wish those two terms were reversed.  I think manzhani of La Mancha is funnier.  It’s a quixotic thing. 

    She came in, still dusty from the ride and running fingers through her short hair.  It was a windy, humid day and it wanted to frizz.  I gestured and it puffed up for a moment.  Excess moisture and static electricity escaped.  Her hair settled back as each hair aligned with the others.  Dust and sweat also abandoned ship. 

    “That,” she said, “is a spell I want to learn.” 

    “Which part?” 

    “The hair.” 

    “It’s more of an effect than a spell.  I’ll knock an actual spell together for you.” 

    “What’s the difference?” she asked, seating herself with a grunt and a sigh. 

    “A spell is a ritual construction you use to direct magical energy for a specific function.  An effect is… hmm.”  I thought about it for a few seconds.  “You know how you have a three-beat routine with your sword?  That neck-neck-wrist one?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “A spell is the exact movements required to carry off the three-beat maneuver.  An effect is less programmed.  You have a thousand different moves you can make in combinations, but in the middle of a fight you might improvise a combination based on what your opponent is doing.” 

    “It won’t be as fast,” she pointed out. 

    “True, and that holds for an effect versus a spell, too, although in terms of power, not speed.  An effect is generally very simple but often more expensive than a spell.  It’s more versatile, but generally it has to be minor to avoid being exhausting.” 

    “But the thing you did with my hair—you can make a spell to do it?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “A simple one?” 

    “You already know the basics of how to cast a spell, so you can probably learn it in a hour.” 

    “Good.  Now, what brings you back so suddenly?  You’re can’t be done interviewing your potential wives already—or can you?” 

    “No, not in the way you mean.  I’ve been having misgivings about the whole find-a-wife thing.” 

    Leisel poured herself a mug of something from a pitcher.  It was a bitter tea they like here, and she quaffed half of it before she spoke again. 

    “I knew you didn’t like the idea,” she began, “but you were willing to do it.  What changed?” 

    “It’s hard to describe.” 

    “Humor me,” she replied, dryly. 

    “I’m not sure I can explain.”  She leaned forward and gave me a thin-lipped, hard look. 

    “Try.” 

    “I guess I realized how much I don’t want to drag two more women out here to be my wives.” 

    “Because you dislike being married?” 

    “No!  Or… no, I don’t.  Not to you.  That’s not it.” 

    “What is it, then?” 

    I fell silent for a while, thinking.  I didn’t want to be married again, true.  Was that all of it?  No, but it was a big part of it.  It wasn’t enough reason on its own to toss all of Leisel’s work in setting things up.  I also didn’t want to tell her I was bloody well tired of dealing with the cultural requirements of the locals.  I don’t understand them, I don’t really want to understand them, and I don’t want to have to deal with them.  And, last of all, I don’t want to explain that I’m bordering dangerously on not giving the northern end of a southbound rat about what anybody else wants. 

    “I think it all comes back to me,” I said, slowly.  “I don’t feel I can stay here.  I can’t call this my home.  I don’t fell as if I belong here.” 

    “Why not?” Leisel inquired, softly. 

    “I’m not sure I can explain—but I’ll try,” I added, before she could say anything.  “I have things demanding my attention.  Places I need to be, people to see, things to do.  There’s a celestial entity I plan to kill.  One of the gods, you’d say.  Not one of yours.  I also have to undo something terrible I did.  I may have to manipulate a lot of things, do a lot of things, to achieve my goals, and I can’t—I don’t dare—do any of those things here.” 

    “Why not?  Whatever your goals, your warriors will support you in whatever way they can.” 

    “And I appreciate it.  If I fall out of the sky and thud to the courtyard, I have no doubt I’ll be taken inside, treated, and protected to the best of your ability.  But most of what I have to do will get you killed.” 

    “Is falling out of the sky something you feel you’re likely to do?” 

    “No, but I wouldn’t be surprised.” 

    “I don’t understand,” she said, shaking her head.  “You plan to kill someone else’s god?  One of the kustoni gods?  Can you do that?  And can I help you in any way?” 

    I drummed my fingers on the tabletop and thought about it.  How do I explain the different pay-grades between celestial entity, hybrid chaos creature, and mortal? 

    “You live in a society where everyone has their place, yes?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “All right.  If the Mazhani of a city gives an order, everyone obeys?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Can you, as a warrior, protest?  Argue in any way?” 

    “I can take up arms at the behest of another Mazhani, if one wishes to oppose the will of the first one.” 

    “But, on your own, do you have any say?” 

    “Not about the task.  Traditionally, as a warrior, one stands forth and is either accepted or rejected, based on the needs of the campaign.  I can choose to leave, rather than offer myself, but it is not how one gains high regard.  I also expect to be paid in accordance with my ranking.  If not, I may choose to abandon the campaign.” 

    “What if you are the First of the First?  If you are the First of all the warriors of his city, will the Mazhani care what you have to say?” 

    Leisel started to answer and hesitated.  She gave it several seconds’ thought. 

    “I believe so.  The Mazhani is not obligated, but it would seem to me wise to give heed to the First of the First.  He speaks for all the warriors, and his wisdom in battle is to be heeded.  If hired, the First of the First will be the general of the campaign.” 

    “How about the leader of the crafters?” 

    “Possibly.  Only if they are important to whatever he has ordered.” 

    “And the beggars?” 

    “I don’t see why.” 

    “Now, let’s talk about gods and wizards.  If I’m doing something with my celestial self—creating a spinning column of air around a Temple, for example—would you expect to help?” 

    “No.  I am a warrior, not a god or wizard.” 

    “Would it be fair to say being involved at all could get you killed?” 

    “I would say there is a decent chance,” she agreed, wryly. 

    “It may not be the same caste-division situation as with the Mazhani and the First, but it clearly shows a division.  If I wanted to conquer Balastada, you would be not only the person to consult, but likely the general of the expedition.” 

    “I might organize it, but I would have Velina lead it.” 

    “Hush.  I’m complimenting your competence and making a point.” 

    “I humbly beg your pardon,” she replied, mouth quirking in a smile. 

    “If it comes down to a physical conflict in the field, you’re my go-to person, even if you send someone else to do it.  However, the things I have in mind are not sword-work.  If there is any fighting for me, it will probably be either incidental or in terrified desperation.  Incidental I can handle.  If I’m fighting in desperation, the Thing I’m fighting isn’t likely to care about a bunch of mortals with sharp metal.” 

    Leisel nodded, pouring herself another slug of the bitter brew. 

    “I think I understand.  I recall an occasion when I guarded a door for you.” 

    “There you go.  If I need a bunch of sword-wielding warriors to charge into a situation and cut the threat down to size, I’m coming to you.  That’s a minor reason I want to sort things out here.  My major reason for putting the Empire back on its rails is because I don’t want to find out I left you with a mess when I can’t come back to help clean it up.” 

    “You have other matters demanding your attention.” 

    “Yes.  Wow, that sounds awful.” 

    “How so?” 

    “It sounds like I’m saying I’m too busy for a piddly little problem like this.” 

    “Yet, here you are, are you not?” 

    “Yeah, but I’m not following through on the bride-hunt.  I’m working on figuring out other ways to sort the Imperial problems.” 

    Leisel rolled the mug between her palms for a moment, slouching in her chair.  Her mouth worked as though tasting her words before saying them. 

    “I understand you have difficult things to do,” she began.  “You have obligations, yes?  Things mortals are not…” she trailed off, hesitating and thinking.  “I will not say mortals are ‘unwelcome’ or ‘unworthy,’ but perhaps ‘incapable’?” 

    “’Incapable’ might be the right word.” 

    “Incapable of comprehending or influencing.  I discovered a long time ago how incomprehensible wizardry is.  As I said, I recall standing guard on a door.  I had instructions to run if anything went wrong.  Not help, not fight, merely keep anyone from going in to interfere—and if anything besides you came out, to run.” 

    “I remember.” 

    “Not as vividly as I, I’ll wager.  And it taught me the lesson you’re trying to.  You don’t think I learned it.  There are things you will do and I cannot help.  There are places you will go I cannot follow.” 

    “And you’re okay with that?” 

    “No.  Absolutely not.” 

    “Oh.  I’m—” 

    “I’m not done.” 

    “Huh?  Oh.  Sorry.  Go ahead.” 

    “I am not ‘okay’ with it.  I have learned to accept it as fact.  This does not mean I like it, only that I acknowledge it.  I do not like the fact I will one day be too old to be an effective warrior.  I do not like the fact the Temples have so much power within the Empire.  I do not like my decision to never bear another child.  These are facts, not preferences, and I am enough of a pragmatist to accept them and move on.” 

    I opened my mouth.  She stabbed a finger at me. 

    “And if you say you’re sorry, I swear I will hit you in the face.” 

    I closed my mouth.  She sipped her tea before continuing. 

    “You do not want another wife.  Truth to tell, I could stand you to have a few more wives to take some of the burden from me.  I’m not so concerned about the stability of the Empire or the power of the Temples or any of that.  I have one záhan—” a principality, or city-state, “—to concern me.  If you do not wish to ally with other Houses, as is customary, then pick someone from here.  I’ll have every eligible woman in the valley parade past you and you can choose any three you like.” 

    I smiled ruefully. 

    “It’s not about what I want,” I told her, gently.  “I don’t want another wife.  I’m merely willing to have one for your sake.  But I have thoughts on the matter, if it will make your life easier.” 

    “I am entirely at attention.” 

    “Forget about the parade.  You pick the rezeet.  Whoever she is, I’ll take her.  Whoever you think will do the best job of it.  If she’s willing to do it and you believe she can, we’re in business.  Pick two.  Pick as many as you require.  Or just grab someone you trust to do some of your work and give them the authority.” 

    “Like you have done with your Rummans?” 

    “Who the what, now?” 

    “The Rummans.  The men you gave me.  The warriors from Room.  They have been trying to teach some of your warriors a special way to fight, as a group.” 

    “You mean the chain of command?” 

    “I do not know.  Perhaps.” 

    “How are they doing, by the way?” 

    “They are having a difficult time.  Mostly, it is those near the bottom of the ladder who have paid them any heed.  Your Rummans do not fight for glory, nor is their way of battle a test of skill.” 

    “Put the Romans and their students on a battlefield and let the higher-ranking guys try to tackle them.  See which side wins on the battlefield,” I advised. 

    “I will see to it.  But on the subject of wives?” 

    “Oh.  Yes?” 

    “The galvanais?” she pressed.  “You need an heir.  Unless you intend to claim Phoebe as your heir?” 

    “She’s not interested.  No, I have a different idea.  Since anything I do needs to be ratified by the Temples, nothing, not even a formal marriage, is going to be legitimized until the Temples aren’t in the middle of a schism.  Correct?” 

    “Hmm.  I am not certain, but I would guess so.” 

    “So here’s my plan.  We hand out divine visitations in the Temples.  We persuade the holdouts there are gods other than your ancestors.  Where the Great Houses are being difficult, we bribe them silly until we get what we want.  The schism ends, the Temples are reunited, and the Empire is one big bunch of happy cities again.  If there are still holdouts, we ride out, surround them, and ask them nicely to try and see things from our point of view.  Whee.  Then I adopt Hazir as my heir and he can have all the headaches of being Mazhani of La Mancha and manzhani of House Lucard.” 

    “Hazir?  At his age?” 

    “I’m told there’s precedent.  Something about the House of Arn.” 

    Leisel sipped at her tea, frowning, eyebrows drawn down in thought. 

    “I can’t say,” she admitted, finally.  “I am not as expert in the law as Hazir.” 

    “He seemed to think it could be done.  Discuss it with him.  If all goes well, you and he will be working together more formally.” 

    “No doubt.” 

      

    After we finished a sizable lunch, we repaired to a small bath-chamber. Leisel spent a good portion of the morning in the saddle, to and from Tradefort.  Clean or not, a relaxing splash was still called for. 

    “What was the trip about, anyway?” I asked. 

    “A dispute between merchants,” she replied, turning under the falling water.  “We allow trade with the kustoni on a limited basis.  Merchants from outside the valley bring in their wares and merchants of the valley buy them.  The merchants from outside do not sell or buy directly from the people of La Mancha, nor the kustoni.  Recently, one of the traveling caravanners has been going to Tradefort and trying to trade high-quality steel weapons and tools directly with the kustoni for gold ore.” 

    “So?” 

    “The kustoni do not much care for gold.  Too soft for weapons, perhaps.  Now that they know we value it, they will trade quite a lot of it for steel.  And, since they are now getting better tools with which to pan it or mine it, Theskar the merchant is waxing fat on the profits of his sales.  Sales which another merchant, Arkon, says should be made by a local merchant—himself—rather than a caravanner.” 

    “I don’t think I understand.” 

    “The normal cycle is for merchants to come to the valley and sell their goods in La Mancha.  The resident merchants re-sell them to the kustoni and in the centers—here at the castle and in Akmenogles, Terauda, Variospa, and Spalva. 

    “Those last two are the camps at the copper and silver mines?” 

    “I’d call them towns, but yes.” 

    “And this Theskar is bypassing the local cut by selling directly to the kustoni.” 

    “Yes.  It isn’t precisely illegal, simply more direct than is customary.  The local merchants are displeased and Arkon was put forth to complain.” 

    “Do I need to do anything about it?” 

    “I already did,” she smiled.  “Theskar is paying a fee for the use of our trading scales.  He’s free to drive his wagons into the trading ring if he prefers.” 

    “I trust it’s a good fee.” 

    “Arkon thought it fair.” 

    “I bet this Theskar person screamed.” 

    “Not as loudly as he could have,” she replied, darkly. 

    “Probably a better solution than any I would come up with.  I’m glad you didn’t need me to intervene.” 

    “I hesitate to call upon you for anything involving less than an execution.” 

    “You hesitate to call on me, period,” I accused.  She didn’t deny it.  “Is there anything you need me for now?” 

    “Yes.”  She held out a hand and I took it.  I pulled her close and kissed her.  She took her time in the kiss, then smiled up at me. 

    “I had in mind a towel?  Please?” 

    “Oh.”  I handed her a towel.  I flicked water away from me with a gesture while she dried and dressed.  She went on. 

    “We still have a number of warriors who are looking for final employment.  At present, they are drilling and training with the Rummans and your younger warriors, but I doubt any of them will remain content with this duty for long.” 

    “They want monsters to hunt, is that it?” 

    “Yes.  They have already dispatched the one rampaging in the north valley.” 

    “Already?” 

    “Twenty of them set out.  Twelve returned.” 

    “I’m surprised it killed eight of them.” 

    “I am not.” 

    “Twenty to one is long odds.” 

    “Dueling with a great beast is not done twenty at a time.” 

    “You mean they—” I broke off.  Yes, that’s exactly what she meant.  Twenty guys went off to face a monster.  They probably compared relative ranks and maybe had a couple of duels to decide who got first crack at it.  Then, one at a time, in order of rank, they went in there to face the beast and kill it.  Those who didn’t kill it probably wounded it.  They might be warriors who were slowing down, but they were career warriors from the day they were born and rich with experience and guile.  When I thought about it in the proper context, eight warriors wasn’t bad. 

    “I guess I can dig up another monster,” I decided.  “Come to think of it, would they be content to be involved in a war?  If we can’t persuade a city’s Temple and corresponding ruling House, we’ll have to hit the trail and conquer a city or two.” 

    “Possibly.”  She looked thoughtful.  “We don’t have as many as I expected.  Warriors looking for a last employer, I mean.  Maybe the fighting in the Empire proper is taking up most of them.” 

    “Or they haven’t heard about Huron.” 

    “Everybody has heard about Huron.  The giant monster skull of his final kill?  There isn’t a warrior in the Empire who hasn’t lusted after a death like that.” 

    “Oh,” I said aloud, and inwardly added, Damn.  Then I caught myself.  I’ve spent so long trying to be non-famous I forget I already am famous here. 

    “If you’re right,” I went on, “the ones who came here probably won’t be interested in a final campaign.  They could have done it anywhere in the Empire.” 

    “Oh, they’ll be interested,” she countered.  “They would prefer a glorious death, but a death in battle will do.  As for any who survive your wars, we’ll need more monsters.  We haven’t found any in the valleys we’ve explored, not until one of yours showed up.  None of any real note, I mean.  Just the usual.” 

    I refrained from asking what ‘the usual’ might be.  The biggest native beastie I saw was a predatory cat, like a mountain lion.  Nothing else.  Of course, the upstream valley keeps getting dinosaurs dropped in it.  The local monsters might not be willing to have a territorial disagreement. 

    “Duly noted.  Anything else I can do for you?” 

    “Not right now, but perhaps the day after tomorrow.” 

    “What happens then?” 

    “The bleeding stops.” 

    “You’re wounded?” 

    “No.” 

    It actually took me several seconds to figure out what she meant.  She patted my cheek, smiling, and went off to do vidat things.  I got my blush reflex under control and went off to readjust time differentials. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Monday, May 12th, 1952 

      

    Phoebe went back to her place, suitably regenerated, repaired, refreshed, and relaxed.  I arrived back where I started from with less than a day elapsed.  It would have been even quicker, but I took a side trip to fetch back Bronze and our escort.  Bronze didn’t really want to run the whole way back, not in a track-laying version of a semi, so she jumped into her horse outfit and raced off westward.  As for the truck, I assembled some plastic pipe in a rectangle around it, did some work with a magic marker, set off a lot of power crystals, and shifted everything back to the barn. 

    I can do that.  I’m an avatar.  I’m allowed to perform miracles.  I don’t like relying on that identity, but it’s sometimes useful.  Nobody else seems to mind.  They take it as a given that gods can do stuff.  I simply didn’t mention the fact is was magical, not miraculous.  I might have also failed to mention swapping out most of the barn’s crystal-charging rack afterward.  It’s a high-magic world, but shifting a full-sized semi is still a big pile of shift. 

    All that setup, just to avoid having to brute-force a shift.  Bronze darn near made it back before I did. 

    I wanted to go to Bridgefort and make sure the drawbridge was down for Bronze, but I had to settle for scrying on the place.  This reminded me I should get an anti-scrying wand for each town and the Bridgefort.  I also noticed some Halloween decorations hanging from the battlements and swaying slightly in the mountain breezes.  Leisel was true to her word. 

    I wonder if I should have them impaled them on spikes and lined up along the road.  No, too much stone, not enough dirt.  They were fine where they were. 

    Bronze came in at an unearthly gallop, blowing flame and striking sparks.  The ridge blocked the direct view, but she gave off a cloud of smoke like a locomotive.  She also wasn’t wasting effort on stealth, focusing instead on maximum speed.  People heard her miles away. 

    She does love a good run, especially in a high-magic environment.  Someday, I’m going to sponsor my own Formula One car, sit in the seat, close my eyes, and hang on for dear life.  I like a roller-coaster, but those don’t pull the G’s Bronze can.  We really need to work on her ability to cancel out cornering forces on her passengers.  Maybe we need to do the inertia-damping spell more often so she can practice. 

    On second thought, maybe I’ll put a dummy in the driver’s seat and watch. 

    I know it’s not fair to people who have to obey the laws of physics.  She wouldn’t mind running the race and having a “breakdown” with just one lap to go, though. 

    Once she was safely in the valley again, I headed back to Iowa.  I played with Gus for a while, fed him, and settled down to have a chat with the Dustpan of Epiphany. 

    “What’s on your mind?” he asked. 

    “I’ve been thinking—don’t say it—about this whole thing with Tauta.  I have got to get it sorted out.  I’m bordering on ready to start angel dissection research and I need to be undistracted for it.  Which means I need to get the place settled down.” 

    “You sound definite.” 

    “I am.  I’m tired of being distracted by a bunch of primitive screwheads who won’t listen up.  It’s time to break out the boom-stick and make them shop smart.  I have a mob to dodge, people to save, and history to rewrite.  I also have an appointment to punch an angel in the face.  I can’t be late.” 

    “What about Phoebe?” 

    “I’m on top of that.  She’s breaking in a partner.  Or he’s breaking in a partner.  I’m not sure how which way it’s going to go.  I figure if she has you, Gus, and a mundane guy who knows how the world works, she should be okay.” 

    “You’re assuming you won’t survive your angel research.” 

    “I have to assume I won’t survive and plan accordingly while hoping I do survive to carry out my other plans.  Don’t even try to say anything about how being killed doing research would set up a whole slew of paradoxes.  It might create fewer paradoxes than my continued existence.  Regardless, it’s a risk I have to take if I want to stop myself.  I hope to survive and finish with information vital to my upcoming Boojum hunt.” 

    “You don’t hunt Boojums.” 

    “Don’t get snarky with me.” 

    “I take it back.  When you go, you won’t softly and silently vanish away.” 

    “I intend to go kicking and screaming,” I agreed.  “But like I said, I’m planning for the worst and hoping for the best.” 

    “Got it.  So Phoebe is just about set up?” 

    “Aside from her career choices, I’d say she’s doing wonderfully.” 

    “What career has she picked?” 

    “Vigilante.” 

    “Uh?” 

    “Specifically, vigilante superhero.” 

    “She… uh… What?  How…?” 

    “Yeah, I know.  She beats up criminals and takes their ill-gotten gains.” 

    The dusty face of my altar ego stared at me with a blank expression for several seconds.  He clearly had trouble processing the idea.  I know I did. 

    “Isn’t this the sort of obsession you get from a childhood trauma?” 

    “Yes, it is.  And thank you for telling me I’m a bad parent.” 

    “Sorry.  I was making a joke.” 

    “I wasn’t.” 

    “Really?  Why do you think so?” 

    “Because I lucked out and got a good kid.  It was easy to raise her to be creative, self-motivated, and fearless.” 

    “Weird how that happened,” he observed.  “I presume she’s been accustomed to intimate psychic communication with you since darn near the day she was born?” 

    “Yes.  And before you go on, no, I don’t know how she turned out so well.” 

    “I wasn’t going to say a thing about it,” he replied, looking innocent.  I reflected how if that was the best innocent expression he could manage, mine had to be worse. 

    “As a side effect of being psychically educated and enhanced from the word ‘Go,’ she’s unfortunately aware of my tendency to make the world a better place by eating the worst examples of human beings.” 

    “You don’t actually make the world better, you know.  The best do not become better by removing the worst.  If you can rate people on a scale, they don’t hit a higher mark because you take off the ones who score low.” 

    “No, but I raise the average.” 

    “It’s not the same thing.” 

    “It’s a damn good rationalization for eating human beings!” I told him.  “I needed something a two-year-old could understand, all right?  Do you have any idea how hard it is to have a deep philosophical discussion with anyone under the age of five?” 

    “Okay, good point.  But I interrupted.  You were saying about the bad parenting?” 

    “Phoebe is a capable, intelligent young woman.  She’s exercising her independence.  I think it’s great.  She needs to have more real-world experience—and don’t start on the subject of ‘what’s a real world?’  You know what I mean!” 

    “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he murmured.  “Continue.” 

    “Thing is, she’s decided to beat up bad guys.  Not kill them; she’s too… I don’t know what.  She’s not squeamish, but she’s not a killer.  I’m the killer.  So I did a good job there as far as raising kids are concerned.” 

    “Especially with Firebrand in the mix.” 

    Hey! 

    “Quiet, you!” we both shot back.  Firebrand grumbled but subsided. 

    “And,” I went on, “with her delight at being a midnight vigilante, what am I doing?  Stopping it?  Putting my foot down?  Or allowing her to go out and risk her life when she doesn’t yet know what she wants to do with her life?” 

    The face looked thoughtful for several seconds.  He finally nodded to himself. 

    “All right.  Let me ask this:  Did you ever do anything stupid as a kid?” 

    “You know I did.” 

    “Ride a bike over an embankment?  Or off a steep slope into a river?  Or drive too fast in the rain?  Or that one girl with the huge—” 

    “If you’re just going to list all the dumb things I did before the age of twenty, I’m going to hang up.” 

    “My point is, this is a stage of growth.  It’s a risky, dangerous stage, but it’s still just another stage.  She’ll get over it.  Or she’ll get so good at it she’ll be in almost no danger.  She’s already got all the advantages, doesn’t she?  She has armor, I’m sure, but she’s also a qualified wizard, right?” 

    “Yes,” I admitted, reluctantly. 

    “You’ve taken steps to cushion the results of a mistake on her part, haven’t you?  I mean, anything short of instant death—which she could just as easily have from a plane crash or a car accident.  If she lives through it, you’ll know it and be on the spot to help, right?” 

    “Well, yes, but I’m planning on being unavailable once I start my big projects—the angel research and the addict-brain dissection.  Depending on the time differential, I might even go straight from there—or have to cut it short—to become a nobleman in the Pyrenees and create Sasha.” 

    “Is that likely?” 

    “It’s going to happen eventually, but I don’t think it’s immediate.  Random time differentials suck.” 

    “At least Rethven isn’t too far along, so you’re probably right.” 

    “Good.  I’m guessing Phoebe can live to a ripe old age and peacefully pass away long before the Pyrenees shenanigans start.  The creation of Sasha is one of the reasons I want to get the more dangerous research on angel-killing done now.  If they kill me beforehand, they create a paradox, and, being entities of Order, I’m not sure they can do it.  At least I hope it helps deter them from reducing me to shiny gravel and ashes.” 

    “Good to know.  So, your major issue at the moment is you’re feeling guilty about having goals and your own life?” he asked. 

    “Huh.”  I had to think about that one.  It seemed so self-centered to put it in those terms.  Objectively, I knew I had “more important” things to do than babysit a teenager.  Emotionally, they were about equal, with Phoebe being more immediate. 

    “You raise good points,” I acknowledged.  “I still feel as though I should be doing more for Phoebe.” 

    “So, you’re not abandoning her?  You want the best for her?  You care about her welfare and her personal growth?” 

    “You’re saying I’m not a bad parent?” 

    “In an absolute sense?  No, you’re not.  Could you be better?  Of course you could, just like every other parent in history.  Get over yourself.  You’re not special.” 

    “Oddly enough, that does make me feel better.” 

    “Good.  I’m glad we got it sorted out.”  He changed the subject abruptly, leaving me with things to reconsider and a case of mental whiplash.  “Now, for Tauta, you’re mostly worried about getting it into a stable situation?” 

    “Yes, I guess.  I mean, it’s about Leisel, mostly, and a few other people I like.  Getting them into a stable situation means stabilizing the Empire, which means both the political and religious problems.  Which is where you come in.” 

    “I?” 

    “You.” 

    “What do you have in mind?” 

    “You already keep an eye on things for Leisel.  Keep doing it.” 

    “Easy enough.” 

    “And get ready to work some visual miracles for the Temples.” 

    “Now we’re getting into serious budgetary issues,” he told me.  “What miracles?  How many?  How often?  I have a better budget, but I still have powerful entities roaming around up here with me.  I have to reserve a fair amount of power to… what’s the word?  You know those lizards with huge flaps they spread out to look bigger, to deter predators?  I have to be able to do something like that.” 

    “Even with the industrial plant on-line?” 

    “It’s coming along, but it’s not exactly churning out gigawatts, you know.  It’s not a terribly efficient system, these electro-magical-celestial dynamo things.  Most of the powerplant’s output is wasted.  Then I have to transfer the power from one aspect of myself, across inter-planar boundaries, to the me occupying the celestial plane of Tauta.  That costs.  At least I’m getting more than I was.” 

    “Hmm.  My fault.  I wasn’t on hand to do quality checks, and I didn’t set it up to tick off the seconds.  I’ll set up a time-ticker in Tauta to speed it up.” 

    “Thank you.  If we can get the whole output from the reactor into dynamos—even with the efficiency losses—I should be able to whip up some pretty convincing visuals.  Burning bush, yes.  Parting the sea, no.  Unless you want to help.” 

    “How so?” 

    “You could whip up some magical enhancements to make the miracles seem bigger.  A good storm, for example, can provide the lightning.  All I have to do is aim.  Much easier than generating it.” 

    “I’m not sure I should.” 

    “Oh?  Why not?” 

    “We got away with the final ‘Behold the Lord of Shadow!’ display at the Battle of Bridgefort because they were short on wizards.  No one there could tell the difference between spells and divine manifestations.  Not so at the Temple with the whirlwind and the glowing letters in the sky.  True, most wizards would be indoors, avoiding the weather, and the spells were at high altitude.  It’s unlikely, but someone might have noticed there were spells afoot.  Nobody’s said anything that I know of, but if they catch us using wizardry to fake a miracle…” 

    “You’re thinking if someone points a finger and shouts about the wizard behind the curtain, your throne will collapse.” 

    “Our throne,” I corrected, “and the Emerald Valley.” 

    “It’s a good point,” he mused.  “All right, I’ll try to muddle through on my own.  Can I call on you for behind the scenes wizard-work?” 

    “As long as we can keep it a secret, I don’t see why not.  The issue is whether or not we can convince people.  Religion is all about appearances.” 

    “And, as you pointed out, someone seeing a wizard fake a godlike manifestation would lose me a lot of credibility.  Yeah, we need to be careful.” 

    “Good.  With a few miracles to chew on, we’re halfway there.” 

    “Halfway?” 

    “Once we have the Temples convinced, some of them won’t be able to switch sides because the local House or Houses have political objections.  If we flip the cities with miracles, great.  Those we can’t, I can try to flip them with reassurances and bribes.  Anything left after those we’ll have to march out and conquer.” 

    “But with a whole Empire focused on dealing with one or two die-hards…” 

    “You forget.  This isn’t a unified Empire.  It’s a bunch of allied city-states with common culture.  Religion and culture are the glue that keeps this place together.  I might hire ten thousand warriors, but we’re not going to have all the banners of all the Houses arrayed behind us.  The majority of the Empire, I believe, will sit cheerfully at home and be glad their city has finally settled down into something normal again.” 

    “Sounds as though you’ve given this thought.” 

    “Not nearly as much as I should, which is why I want you to get with Leisel and Hazir and discuss the idea.  It’s an idea, not yet a plan.  There’s a lot to cross-check among us and even more work in setting it all up.  Let’s get started on figuring out if this is what we need to do.  If so, how do we go about it?” 

    “I see.  All right.  I’ll talk to Leisel and Hazir.” 

    “Thanks.” 

    “What will you be doing?” 

    “I’ll be kicking your religious industrialization into gear and seeing if we can get all one-point-twenty-one gigawatts turned into celestial snacks.” 

    “You know what?” 

    “What?” 

    “Everybody needs a friend like you.” 

    “You need to get out more.” 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Tuesday, May 13th, 1952 

      

    Dynamo production upgraded.  Time-ticker installed and assembly line working moderately well.  Still have some problems with the robots’ object recognition and manipulation, but their error rate is acceptable. 

    Voidstations.  Intact, solid, with minor tweaking in progress.  Station One, “Flatstation,” has the angel containment and all the things to go with it.  Station Two, “Spherestation,” has the majority of my other experimental stuff.  The cloning tank, detention cells for addiction studies, supplies for my vict… I mean, “experimental animals”… No, I mean, “test subjects.” 

    I have cloning facilities in the Spherestation, not the Flatstation.  It seems wise to me to keep spare bodies away from escaping angels.  I do need empty clones, though, for angel containment experiments.  I’ll get to that in due course, along with security measures on the shift-booth between the stations. 

    The Spherestation and the Flatstation now have life support equipment.  They’re on idle, having nothing to do.  I’m anticipating, but I like being prepared.  I’ll have to find and install some user-friendly cloning equipment on the Spherestation, though.  I don’t want prisoners or clones where an escaping angel might get to them. 

    Phoebe is also in good shape.  I watched her run through a paintball exercise with her new friend, Jason.  They work well together.  Phoebe still has a lot to learn about room clearing and working as a team, but she’s got someone to teach her.  Jason seems interested in his work, possibly interested in Phoebe.  He’s been keeping it strictly professional, so I’m not entirely sure.  His aura at night says he’s attracted to her, but that’s par for the course. 

    Phoebe now has—according to her current timeline—an ancient, old-fashioned cell phone.  It doesn’t even have a real keyboard.  You have to press number buttons multiple times to get certain letters.  It’s an antique. 

    This antique, however, has a micro-gate inside, several small crystals inside the case, and some orichalcum plating where it will do the most good.  It only calls one number—mine.  It’s more a personal communicator than a phone, but my phones have multi-universal roaming at no extra charge. 

    I’ve checked in on my Jumbo Dynamo project.  It’s still getting taller and will for some time.  I had to adjust a couple of the material inputs and start a redirect on the water flow, but it’s coming along nicely.  I built another micro-gate for Tauta, ticking it along quicker relative to our upcoming miracle requirements.  If it’s putting out more juice than the dynamo farm, my altar ego hasn’t reported it.  Once it stabilizes at whatever its maximum size will be, we’ll fiddle with… 

    Hang on.  I think I’m missing a bet.  One of the major problems with a super-sized dynamo is the sheer weight of the thing.  The bearing surface under it can only support so much.  Friction slows the rotation and wastes energy. 

    Why not put the whole arrangement in a solar orbit?  Put it in space.  The mass won’t matter in free fall.  There will be no foundation to crumble.  If the thing floats there with a bunch of solar conversion panels for power, it doesn’t matter how big it gets.  Unlike the limitations of a hydroelectric plant, the power intakes on the thing could—in theory—englobe an entire star. 

    This is frighteningly possible.  Ridiculously long-term, but possible.  Borderline silly, too, but what the hell?  Let me find my chalk.

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Thursday, May 15th, 1952 

      

    So, rather than jump straight into transferring the big dynamo to space, I decided to build a working model.  Once I had the little one working, it needed a self-replicating solar power converter.  Then it needed a couple of small gate-boxes to draw in more material for the growth spells.  And, of course, it needed a rudimentary propulsion system, a way to monitor and maintain orbital position, and something to deflect minor bits of space debris.  Larger bits of space debris are rare, but there’s not much to be done about them. 

    It’s working.  Proof of concept. 

    Now the whole thing is in a solar Lagrange-3 position with Mercury and spinning happily.  We’ll see how it turns out. 

    Okay, so.  Running down my checklist.  What have I got left to sort out before I start work on an angel trap?  Everything seems to be in order, aside from the whole damn Tassarian Empire.  The house is in good shape, the voidstations are ready, Phoebe is as secure as she’s likely to ever be, I have paperwork filed in both Phoebe’s world and my Iowa, my altar ego is well-fed, Gus is looked-after, and Rethven is—according to my altar ego spy—still thousands of years earlier than I want. 

    Looks as though Tauta is the only loose thread.  Time to tie it up or cut it off. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 9th Day of Goloskir 

      

    I called up Hazir and he used the merchant’s supply-house as a transport to come visit.  We all sat down for a face-to-face discussion behind my shielding spells.  After considerable discussion, Leisel, Hazir, and both of me have a tentative plan. 

    One of the more disruptive points is the difficulty in deciding who to attack.  If the bad guys don’t come attack us, it’s harder to tell who they are.  Thus, the first part of our plan had to be settling who our enemies actually are.  Which, surprisingly, fell about equally on the god squad—me and my altar ego—and the political animals—Leisel and Hazir. 

    What’s the proper term for a group of priests?  The Tassarians have something called a setestri, but that’s a priestly group specifically for advising their political chieftains.  Maybe a herd?  A choir?  It’s not a seminary of priests.  Maybe a piety of priests?  I’m not sure that’s right, but I’ll go with it. 

    “Convincing a piety of priests will be power-intensive,” I began, “but, fundamentally, it shouldn’t be an issue.” 

    “Oh?” asked Hazir.  “You believe their faiths will change so easily?” 

    “For these purposes, there are three types of priests.  At one end, there are the faithful who will acknowledge the will of their respective gods and unhesitatingly accept whatever doctrine the gods hand down.  In the middle, we have those who are more political than pious.  They pay attention to how the material, mundane world is involved and will probably go whichever way seems to be politically expedient.  At the other end, we have the die-hard, old-school sorts who will never change from the official dogma because that’s how it’s always been and the gods don’t make mistakes. 

    “This last sort may or may not be particularly faithful.  It’s a toss-up whether they’re purely dogmatic or if they’re profiting by the old rules and refuse to change.” 

    “The life of a priest is a comfortable one,” Leisel agreed.  “I’ve worked for some during my career.”  We all looked at Hazir.  He shrugged and rolled a mug between his palms. 

    “I bow before your superior knowledge,” he agreed.  “You say you can convince some of the priests of their errors in doctrine.  Then what?” 

    “I anticipate the new converts will either take over the Temple or, if there are few enough of them, the old guard will execute them as heretics.  Either way, we’ve established—”  

    “I beg your pardon?” Hazir asked, surprised. 

    “About what?” 

    “You expect priests to order other priests executed?” 

    “Uh… yes?  The perceived heretics, I mean.  The orthodox sorts aren’t going to stand for this sort of thing.” 

    “I think not.” 

    “Why not?” 

    “It is proper to have your enemies exiled.  You want them to depart in humiliation.  You want them out of your city.  Then you can fight them properly.  You don’t simply murder them out of hand.” 

    I had to remind myself I was dealing with a caste-driven culture.  Warriors are the ones who fight things.  Priests don’t.  If you have to handle a problem with military force, you sort out sides and have your warriors battle it out. 

    I decided this would be a bad time to bring up the violent violet courtesan who tried to assassinate me.  If the priesthood had professional assassins, it implied things were a bit more complicated than Hazir believed.  Then again, Hazir was a cop.  He worked on the political side of things, specifically in the law and order department of a city.  His knowledge of the innermost workings of the Temples was, by his own admission, limited.  The generally-accepted reaction might be exactly what he said, but if the Temples were willing to ignore the rules—or if someone in the Temples was willing to—then it would have to be addressed.  Later, perhaps, but addressed. 

    “I humbly beg your pardon,” I requested.  Hazir nodded.  “I meant to say it differently.  We certainly hope the faithful take over the Temples in question.  It is possible there will be a balance of numbers and authority such that there is a long argument about the validity of the New Gods doctrine.  If they argue enough, things could get heated enough to break out in unregulated violence.  Priests are human, after all, and their tempers can be as short as anyone’s.  Behind closed doors.” 

    “Ah, I see.  Yes, this could happen.  Be aware the influence of the Houses, however, is not always limited to the physical world.  Their concern over your bloodline will be an issue in every Temple.” 

    “Which is, partly, where you come in,” I agreed. 

    “We will discuss the matter of religion with the Houses,” Leisel said.  “Your intent is to adopt Hazir as your heir, leaving the House Lucard intact, but with a bloodline traceable to the Warrior, rather than but once removed from the gods.” 

    “Exactly.” 

    “I do not feel this is the wisest course,” Hazir insisted.  “I am not suitable as an adoptive heir.” 

    “Can you fulfill the duties of the position?” I asked. 

    “I… suppose.  Yes.  It will not be easy.” 

    “I have every confidence in you.  Are you willing?” 

    “If you insist, I will do my best.  I do not relish the idea.” 

    “Every House needs someone sharp at the helm.  I have Leisel, since I’m about as sharp as a wooden spoon.  She’ll help you while you learn how to manzhani.” 

    “As will I,” said the face-shaped cloud of sand. 

    Leisel and Hazir traded looks. 

    “Problem?” I asked. 

    “No problem,” Leisel assured me. 

    “We do not think we should mention the House will have a method of direct communication with one of the gods,” Hazir added.  “This is a function of the Temples, and neither of us is a priest.” 

    “Good point.  Okay, how long do you think it will take to sound out the ruling Houses of… how many cities?” 

    “Seventeen.” 

    “I thought some of the cities were on our side?” 

    “There are.  All the Houses, however, are not.  It would be best to discuss this with all eleven of the original Houses, then with all their lesser branches whether they rule a city or not.  If we can obtain their combined word—or simply a majority—the Empire as a whole will accept their decree.  The Temples may not, which will still leave a religious conflict, but the political aspect could be in hand.” 

    “Fantastic.  All we’re doing, at the moment, is trying to sway everyone we can.  I like the idea of talking people into being reasonable instead of killing them all.” 

    Leisel and Hazir traded looks. 

    “I am glad to hear it,” Hazir said. 

    “No problem,” I told him.  “Once we have the sides sorted out between ‘definitely us’ and ‘definitely them,’ we can plan a military campaign on the ‘them’.” 

    “Assuming they won’t simply give up when the lines are drawn,” Leisel added. 

    “How likely is that?  That they’ll see the majority is against them and surrender?” 

    “If it were warriors, I would say extremely likely,” she replied.  “We readily acknowledge superior forces, numbers, and situations.  We know who is in a position to win, when such is presented.  It is in situations where the outcome is in doubt that we fight.” 

    “However,” Hazir added, smoothly, “we are dealing with politicians and priests.  There may not be…” he trailed off, thinking.  “The situation may not be as readily apparent to them,” he concluded.  Leisel nodded. 

    “And they may not be as willing to acknowledge it,” she added. 

    “All right.  I’ll bear it in mind.  How long will it take you two to have the discussions?” 

    “It depends on a number of factors,” Hazir mused.  “Can you wait until the beginning of next month for the majority of these talks?” 

    “I suppose I can.  Why?” 

    “Because, whether they like it or not, the Council of Law is held in Sarashda this year.”  He grinned.  “A representative of each House is expected.  If they fail to attend, they surrender their opportunity to debate, negotiate, and vote.” 

    “They have to meekly accept anything the Council of Law says?” 

    “Yes.  Otherwise, the whole of the Empire must chastise them.  This is the power of the Council of Law.” 

    “A month, hmm?”  I thought it over.  I looked at my altar ego. 

    “A month, local time?” he asked. 

    “That was my thinking,” I agreed.  “If there’s going to be a concentration of power, things can get done more quickly.  Maybe we can do our miraculous persuasions when the setestri show up to advise the Council?” 

    “We’ll have to do it well before then.  It’ll have to be before they send their representatives,” he reminded me.  His teeth raked his lower lip for a moment while he did mental math.  “If you’re willing to go to bat for me on the celestial energy front, we can probably work something out.” 

    “As for Leisel and I,” Hazir said, bowing slightly in Leisel’s direction.  She nodded back at him.  “I think it likely we can be prepared to make offers of worth and give reassurances to the great Houses.  Much of our groundwork will be laid before they arrive, I hope.” 

    “Leisel?” I asked. 

    “Hazir isn’t wrong.  With the treasury filling up—” her voice broke.  Usually, the phrase is metaphorical, denoting an increase in wealth.  It’s not usually used literally, as the treasury starts being measured with a dipstick rather than ledgers.  She cleared her throat and went on, “—we can afford to bribe them if they are not content with assurances.” 

    “What about trade concessions?” Hazir asked. 

    “We’re about to open a seaport,” Leisel told him.  “It will dramatically improve our trading options.  I don’t want to make any concessions until we understand how it will affect us.” 

    “A seaport?” Hazir asked, frowning.  I could see him trying to picture how it could be possible.  I understood his confusion.  It’s like making a reference to Colorado’s navy. 

    “Don’t ask,” I advised.  “It’s not ready, yet.  You’ll see it and it’ll be easier than explaining.” 

    “As you say.  Perhaps trade concessions regarding solely the overland route might be bartered.  No one will think to ask about seagoing trading routes.” 

    “Oh, I like that!” Leisel exclaimed.  Hazir nodded solemnly. 

    “So, should we focus exclusively on the Council of Law meeting?” I asked. 

    “I am not certain,” Hazir replied, as everyone looked at him.  “I can think of many things to do at the Council, but there may be other measures worthy of consideration.” 

    “Okay.  Discuss it.”  I nodded at my altar ego.  “You let me know what you need from me,” I told him, and turned to Leisel and Hazir, “and you two tell him.” 

    Everyone agreed immediately.  I was pleased.  There’s a reason I put other people in charge of running places.  I have no talent for it.  Or, rather, while I’d probably make a good dictator and an exceptional tyrant, it’s not the sort of thing I want to do. 

    “I will see you to the exit,” Hazir offered.  He walked with me to the barn.  Velina, standing guard outside the room, fell into step with us.  I nodded to her and turned to look at Hazir. 

    “Something on your mind?” I asked him. 

    “Yes.” 

    “Well, out with it.  I’m not going to read your mind.” 

    “And I thank you.  I was wondering.  You spend little time incarnated among the people of La Mancha.  Why?” 

    A number of answers, including the truth, flashed across my thinking.  A partly-true one, however, dominated as the most useful. 

    “The purpose of the gods is to guide the race of men, not rule it.  A father or mother should not live the life of their child, but nurture the child so it can be all it can be.  If I were to rule over men, I would do men a disservice, no matter how benevolent I might be.  You must grow—sometimes painfully—and become more than you are.” 

    Hazir was silent until the reached the barn.  I opened the barn door and ushered him in.  Bronze tossed her head in greeting, mane tinkling.  Velina stood by the door.  I wondered if she was my de facto bodyguard when I was in La Mancha.  She did tend to hang around a lot, either with Phoebe or with me. 

    “So, this is why the gods do not appear?  Why they speak to us at second hand, through the priests?” 

    “The priests, who are the children of the gods, just as you are?” I asked.  “Yes.” 

    “The priests have the power to speak for the gods.” 

    “And if a parent says to a child, ‘Go tell your brothers you are all mowing hay today,’ and the child tells his brothers, ‘You are all supposed to mow hay,’ while he runs off to play, do you think he should be chastised?  Should his brothers be suspicious that one was singled out for such favor?  Do you think your father will not come to check on your progress?  Clearly, the priests have not thought this through.” 

    Hazir’s face was a study. 

    “Think it over,” I told him, and shifted him back to Sarashda.

  


   
    Dynamo World 

      

    The trick of using a gate to poke the time-dilation effect between universes works.  This much is established.  Recently, I tried a two-stage version where a series of gates slowed things down in Iowa relative to Phoebe’s world, and Phoebe’s world in turn slowed down relative to Tauta.  As it turns out, this works.  Not much time passed in Phoebe’s world and even less time passed in mine. 

    Thing is, working backward from the results and allowing for Phoebe’s inadvertent interference, it didn’t have the same level of multiplication as I expected.  If—and this kind of a backward example—Tauta causes Phoebe’s world to run at ten times faster, then having a gate where Phoebe’s world causes Swisher to also run ten times faster, you’d get a difference of a hundred times, right?  Not so.  It does increase the differential, but there appear to be other factors involved. 

    Why doesn’t it simply multiply?  I don’t know.  Maybe there’s some sort of extradimensional resistance.  Maybe when you involve more than one world in a time warp, they try to reconfigure themselves relative to each other.  The average time skipped between ticks of the gate decreases.  I don’t know why and don’t know how to find out.  I’m not good at looking outside a world to see what’s going on.  Most of my work happens inside a world, or at least inside a Firmament. 

    Despite the diminishing returns, I set up a three-stage gate dilation and the corresponding timers.  Tauta is the clock; that’s where we have our deadline.  Phoebe’s world is the first stop, running faster than Tauta, but slower than anything else in the chain.  Phoebe’s world calls to Iowa, multiplying how fast Iowa time passes.  And Iowa calls my industrial park project with all the dynamos. 

    Phoebe has a mirror and a phone.  She can reach me at any time and put a hold on the differential between her world and wherever I am.  I made sure she was informed, though, since the time differential was important.  If she needs someplace to catch up on her sleep or recuperate, she’s welcome to her room in my house in Swisher.  She promised to check in on the place through the closet—avoiding serious time-slippage interference—and make sure it hasn’t been sold for back taxes.  I’m not really worried about it; I made arrangements with the bank and a law firm. 

    I spent a lot of local time in Dynamo World.  I’ve added more mini-gates, a lot of wire printers, and another team of robots to the dynamo production staff.  I even had Zeno take a look at the robots through the gate-based wifi and do a little tweaking on their programming.  The error rate across the board has dropped dramatically. 

    If only Zeno wasn’t so damn cheerful.  “Yes, sir!  I’m delighted to help!”  He makes me think of Eddie the Shipboard Computer.  Who programs a computer to be so damn cheerful?  And why?  What possible benefit is there in a computer sounding like it’s a manic mental patient? 

    Zeno is useful, granted, but I simply don’t like him. 

    On another time-related note, I’ve got a micro-gate here in Dynamo World dialing the world where I put the Jumbo Dynamo.  Well, the universe, since it technically isn’t on a “world.”  It’s at the end of the daisy-chain of time-tickers, so, of course, it’s growing “faster,” relative to everything else.  Who knows?  Maybe the Jumbo will be useful.  If nothing else, it will at least be an amusing experiment. 

    I headed up the line of time-ticking gates, checking clocks and taking notes.  I made it to Swisher when my Phoebe-phone rang.  I took the closet to Phoebe’s world and answered the phone.

  


   
    Thursday, April 3rd, Phoebe’s World 

      

    “Hello, Punkin.” 

    “Hi, Pop!  Are you busy?” 

    “You know me.  Always doing something.” 

    “Anything you could put on hold?” 

    “I could make arrangements,” I said, thinking about how Tauta was running as slow as I could make it.  “What’s all the noise in the background?” 

    “I’m on the subway.” 

    “Ah,” I replied, raising my voice.  “What’s on your mind?” 

    “Could you meet me at my place?” 

    “If you’re on the subway, I’ll probably get there quicker than you will.” 

    “No doubt.  See you soon?” 

    “I’ll be waiting.” 

    She hung up and I pocketed my phone. All I had to do was step into and out of her shift-closet. Since she expected me to be here, I left her workroom and headed for the living room.  There’s one chair specifically for me. 

    Phoebe isn’t a bad housekeeper, but she’s also only… wait.  A year away in Sofera, plus whatever time differential here?  I’m losing track.  Is she nineteen?  Is she twenty?  Dammit, I don’t even know how old my daughter is! I should keep better records than this. 

    There were three pizza boxes in the kitchen and at least four different takeout containers in the living room.  I didn’t even look in the fridge.  At least the dishwasher was loaded with dirty dishes.  Clearly, she hadn’t got around to a cleaning spell in the kitchen.  Or on her laundry.  I started the dishwasher and wandered around a bit, collecting laundry for the washing machine. 

    Not all of the laundry was Phoebe’s.  I know this because I did laundry for ten years on my own, then traded off regularly with her for the rest.  I found an old-fashioned pair of boxer shorts mostly under her horrible couch.  Phoebe not only doesn’t wear boxer shorts, she doesn’t wear that size. 

    She knows all about contraception and sexually transmitted diseases.  She may not be as old as I am, but she knows what she’s doing.  All I care is she doesn’t wind up hurt—or, if she is hurt, if it can be fixed.  Given her powers and mine, I feel reasonably confident most of her boo-boos can be made better.  About the only things I can’t fix are death and broken hearts, and death is iffy if I’m on the spot and moderately prepared. 

    Nevertheless, I immediately pasted a big mental note to the inside of my skull:  Do not mention this.  It’s fine for her dear old Pop to be available if she wants to come running to him.  It’s fine for Dad to call periodically to ask if everything is okay.  It is not fine to show up, find something unexpected, and demand explanations.  She’s an almost-grown woman.  I will mind her business only when she asks me to. 

    I will mind her business only when she asks me to. 

    I will mind her business only when she asks me to. 

    I will mind her business only when she asks me to. 

    I’m going to have to keep telling myself that.  Those boxer shorts are going to bother me for a while. 

    On the subject of her asking me for fatherly advice, though… I probably ought to find a way to point out I don’t always rip people apart to solve problems.  Only once in a while.  Just sometimes.  All right, fairly often.  Not always.  Certainly not since I became a parent. 

    I focused my attention on cleaning and picking up.  I didn’t cast a single spell.  If she wanted to go to the effort, she would.  I might pick up after her just a little, but I wasn’t taking out the garbage or cleaning up the living room.  I also filled the trash can and wiped down one chair, but that was as far as I felt I should go.  I can go so far and merely be her helpful old Pop.  Anything further might be invasive rather than helpful. 

    There were interesting additions to the apartment, though.  Most of the higher-up, less-convenient surfaces now held decorative crystals or crystal-intensive pieces of art.  Most of them were power crystals.  Sensible, in a low-magic Earth-world.  Charging them would be a slow process with so many of them in close proximity, but the laundry room held another surprise. 

    The dryer ran on a standard high-power outlet.  There was a box plugged into the outlet and the dryer plugged into the box.  The outlet was drawing power even with the dryer off.  A closer examination showed the box was a conduit between the outlet and the dryer, but when the dryer wasn’t drawing power, it switched over to several transformer spells, pumping out magical energy.  There were a dozen nested spells, but they were all hand-crafted.  Clearly, Phoebe hasn’t yet mastered the self-replication routines.  Still, persistence and a power main can make up for a lot. 

    Was this a beacon of magical energy in the sky of New York?  No, it was not.  My daughter put a spell on the exterior planes of her apartment, patterned after an Ascension Sphere.  It reflected the power around the interior, containing it, and allowed the crystals scattered about to soak up the charge. 

    I love this kid. 

    Oh, there were things to improve about the arrangement.  More transformer spells would increase the efficiency of the electrical conversion.  A couple of safety circuits to turn off the electromagical transformer if all the crystals were charged, or if the internal power level of the apartment rose past a certain point. 

    Most important, a cloaking spell around the apartment would be good.  The spells on the walls contained and directed the magical energy so it wasn’t radiating out like a blazing light in the sky.  The spells themselves, on the other hand, were visible if one looked for them.  There might not be a blazing light to attract attention out at sea, but the ship was still visible, so to speak.  It’s an item of curiosity to the magically sensitive, but not something to attract attention from everything with an iota of sensitivity. 

    Come to think of it, how many wizards are in New York?  It might be a good idea to find out.  Maybe Phoebe already did. 

    Back in the living room, with one chair cleared and cleaned, I settled myself into it.  Even if there was nothing on the couch, I wouldn’t sit down in it on a dare.  I found the remote and started flipping through channels. 

    There’s something to be said for high technology.  One wall was more television than not.  It simulated a window onto various different views when it wasn’t in use.  Sadly for this world, programming rot had set in.  A million channels and there’s still nothing on. 

    Phoebe made it home in only a few minutes.  She must have called as she was coming into the building’s subway station.  Either that or she’s managed to sneak a private elevator into the building. 

    “Hi, Pop!” 

    I looked her over as she came in, keys jingling.  She seemed none the worse for wear.  She wore her hair shorter, barely below her ears, and dressed comfortably in loose clothes.  I suspected there might be dancewear in the small gym bag she carried. 

    “Hello yourself.”  I rose from the chair in time to be kissed and hugged. 

    “Thanks for dropping in.  Can you give me a minute to change?” 

    “I can give you all day, if you like.” 

    “Excellent!  I can take you to lunch.” 

    “It’s a little after lunch already, isn’t it?” 

    “You mean we’ll miss the rush?  Oh, my gosh!  How will we ever cope?” 

    I chuckled and sat down again.  She disappeared down the hall.  Whatever she needed, it wasn’t an immediate issue.  I went back to channel surfing. 

    Phoebe emerged in what I think of as a power suit.  Dark slacks, dark jacket, light blouse, glossy heels, and a brightly-patterned silk scarf for a splash of color.  It didn’t quite hide the neckline of her armored underwear.  The earrings were spell crystals and her pendant was a power crystal.  She wore my old rings. 

    “I see you’ve adjusted to life in the big city,” I said, watching her put the pistol in her handbag. 

    “I think so.  I’m blending in with the people in my building and with the restaurant.” 

    “Do you need a permit for the gun?” 

    “Got one.  Lots of people do.  It’s a dangerous town.” 

    “So I’ve suddenly gathered.” 

    She led the way, locking the door behind her and running a hand across the number plate on the door.  This activated a spell.  It was a basic alarm spell to notify her when someone broke in, but it was also a locking spell to keep the door shut even if someone shot out the lock.  It was a web of forces, not a weld, and it would stop anyone who wasn’t prepared to literally bash a hole big enough to go through. 

    “Worried about people sneaking in?” 

    “I’m more concerned about a nosy building manager.  I don’t want him snooping, especially if Gus is in.  We haven’t yet worked out a deal for my dog, so Gus spends most of his time in Iowa.  Is that okay?” 

    “If it’s okay with Gus, it’s okay with me.  Can’t you change the alarm code?” 

    “According to my lease, only my code, not the master code.” 

    “Troubling.” 

    “I agree.  The door has a more mundane bolt for when I’m inside.  They can’t unlock it and barge in while I’m home.” 

    “And you can’t change the locks?” 

    “Not without breaking my lease.” 

    “I should have read the thing more carefully,” I admitted. 

    “It’s okay, Pop.  There are ways around it,” she said, tapping the number plate on the door. 

    The restaurant was only two blocks away, so we walked.  It was a nice day for a walk.  I got a chance to look over her city a bit more closely.  The cars were mostly electric, as I suspected.  Judging by the fumes, what few combustion engines were on the street burned natural gas or propane.  Gasoline engines were rare and were much older cars. 

    The gasoline cars were in great shape.  Were they antiques?  Or classics?  Was there a moratorium on the production of more?  Or were there economic factors making them impractical except as curiosities?  Or was this a city phenomenon while more rural areas used more combustion engines?  I didn’t know enough to say. 

    The restaurant she picked—a place called Good Tines, with a pair of crossed forks for a sign—matched my mental image of an upscale restaurant.  White tablecloths, linen napkins, decorative centerpieces, polished wooden chairs, indirect lighting, and uniformed serving staff.  We didn’t have a reservation, but there were tables available at this hour.  Phoebe requested a four-place table rather than a more intimate two-place.  They accommodated her. 

    We looked over the menu—the faux leather and laminated pages didn’t go with the image of a high-end restaurant.  I didn’t much care what we ate, so ordering was quick.  I chose to snack, not eat, so settled for the prime rib instead of the whole side of beef.  Phoebe suppressed a smile. 

    “So, what’s on your mind?” I asked, as the server went off to fetch drinks and our appetizer. 

    “I want some advice.” 

    “You’re in luck.  I have lots.  Most of it you’ve already heard, though.” 

    “This is different.” 

    “Okay.  Go ahead.” 

    “Jason and I are getting along fine in our business venture,” she began, quietly.  There was no one seated near enough to overhear without obviously eavesdropping, but I liked her caution.  “He’s competent and smart.  He’s even taught me proper procedures for house-to-house and in-house fighting.  Why didn’t you?” 

    “Your training is defensive,” I told her.  “My objective was to make it possible for you to, first, avoid situations where you could be attacked, and, second, survive.  It didn’t occur to me you would enjoy a career on the other end of the stick.” 

    “The good news is everything you taught me has applications there.” 

    “I’m aware.” 

    “Thing is, Jason is just a guy.  He thinks I’m hell on wheels, but he doesn’t know… uh… anything else.  His comments lead me to believe he thinks you’re part of a secret cabal.  Before I go on, are you part of a conspiracy, here?  If you are, I don’t want to mess anything up.” 

    “Nope.  I barely have any contact with the place.  This is your world, not mine.” 

    “Okay.  I didn’t want to make up something and find out I accidentally outed you.  So far, I haven’t said anything one way or another.” 

    “You keep secrets well.  I wonder who taught you?” 

    “Thanks, Pop.  I didn’t realize it was a life skill I’d need.” 

    “You’re welcome.” 

    “Anyway, I discovered someone unusual during one of our outings.” 

    “Someone from my side of the family?” 

    “No.  Definitely not.  But maybe from Gus’s side.” 

    Phoebe and I traded looks.  Again, it wasn’t a communication in words.  It was a direct trade of knowledge.  In words, it might have gone like this: 

    You’re talking about a hairy beast of some sort? 

    He became one when we started subduing people. 

    Did Jason see it? 

    He did. 

    What was it? 

    The guy started as a junkie on a beanbag and turned into a half-man, half-wolf.  A werewolf? 

    They exist. 

    I noticed. 

    What happened? 

    He didn’t like being shocked by my high-voltage batons.  He decided to lie down and twitch for a while.  I zapped him periodically once we got the situation under control.  Jason helped throw everyone out, either by ordering them to leave or physically chucking them.  We found the money, zapped wolfie again, and dragged the quivering, twitching furball out the back. 

    Did he go back to being human? 

    I don’t know.  We took the cash and hauled the drugs out back.  He was gone when we came out. 

    Why bring the drugs into the back yard? 

    I didn’t have Firebrand, so I didn’t have to burn down the house. 

    “I see,” I said, aloud.  “Well, if you want to meet him again, we can probably find a relative.” 

    “I’m more interested in other things.” 

    “Such as?” 

    “Later, I had the disturbing thought he might want to find me again.  I don’t know if he can.  I’m also concerned about how Jason is going to feel about meeting some of the less social members of, uh, your side of the family.  I mean, if we found an unshaven fellow, we might find one who doesn’t need a dentist.” 

    “Good points,” I agreed, and let the conversation lapse.  The appetizer was tortilla chips, cheese, and ground beef.  It required concentration to eat without making a mess.  Phoebe ate part of it with obvious enjoyment, but left the vampire’s share for me.  I think she enjoyed watching me fight with fragile tortilla chips. 

    The entrée was just as delightful.  Admittedly, portion sizes are an issue when you eat like a basketball team, but with the flavor intensity suitably dialed down, it was delicious.  I’ve gotten pretty good at manipulating my sense of taste and smell.  With sufficient warning, I can eat almost anything. 

    After dinner, we took a brief walk on the way back to her building. 

    “I’ve been thinking about your werewolf issue.” 

    “Yes, Pop?”  She took my arm and walked close, keeping her voice low. 

    “Your concern is he might track your scent back home?” 

    “Partly.  We moved two blocks over before getting into a car.  I don’t think we left a trail after that.  I’m more concerned he might remember my scent and eventually run across it in the street.” 

    “If we’d known werewolves could be drug addicts, I’d have suggested loading up on perfume before going in.” 

    “In the future, I plan to spray my shoes with ammonia.  I can use a cleaning spell once we get away.” 

    “That should do it.” 

    “What do we do about the one I encountered?” 

    “I confess I don’t know.  I’ve seen werewolves before, in passing, but I’ve never had to find out if silver bothers them.  Or anything else about them, for that matter.  I’ve always left them alone and they’ve returned the favor.  For all I know, there are a dozen different species, each with its own peculiarities.” 

    “Like vampires?” 

    “Yep.  Maybe one type can only change on a full moon, or can’t help changing.  Another type can’t touch silver, another can touch it but doesn’t like it, and another barely notices unless it’s in a wound.  Maybe some don’t regenerate at all, but heal normally.  Others regenerate, unless silver made the wound.  Or some regenerate any wound that doesn’t have silver actually in it.  Some may heal so well they’re effectively immortal.  Others may live more normal lives.  Some could have such high metabolisms they live about as long as wolves.” 

    “I get it, Pop.” 

    “Sorry.  You got me thinking out loud.” 

    We approached the entrance to Phoebe’s building.  She smiled at the doorman and he touched the brim of his hat as we went by.  The doorman was chatting with a pair of uniformed policemen, which was interesting.  They didn’t wear what I thought of as police blues.  Their uniforms were a light grey color with a reflective stripe down the sides of the trousers.  The shirts were clearly light body armor, stylized to look something like a conquistador’s breastplate.  Their hats were brimmed all the way around with a dome-like crown in the middle. 

    Note to self: every world is weird, no matter how much it looks like home on the surface.  The green energy, the dirigibles, and the police uniforms were enough to tell me I wasn’t on my Earth.  Then again, my Earth wasn’t due to roll around for a couple of thousand years, give or take.  This was one possible Earth. 

    You’d think I would have learned this lesson by now.  Then again, how many times do I get deeply into the culture of wherever I live?  I come, I stay a while, I go.  I move through worlds like an eternal tourist, brushing past each culture, skimming by the edges, before moving on to the next. 

    Is this what happens when you have no home? 

    We were quiet in the elevator.  Other people were in there with us. 

    Phoebe’s gesture disarmed her wizard lock on the door.  The keys took longer.  After much clicking and clacking, we entered and she punched numbers into the alarm system. 

    “Does it sense movement in the apartment or is it an intrusion alarm?” 

    “It’s an intrusion alarm.  I can set it coming or going.” 

    “Handy.  Which means I won’t set it off if I leave you a post-it on the fridge.” 

    “I’ll call more often,” she promised, but I took it with a small salt mine.  “I’ll also put a whiteboard on the fridge for notes.” 

    “It’s a remarkable invention, the whiteboard.” 

    “Now,” she said, settling on the couch.  “What should I do about the werewolf?”  I sat down on the chair again, thinking. 

    “I don’t suppose you have any of his fur or anything?” 

    “I wasn’t thinking about it.  I was focused on finishing the run and escaping.” 

    “And well done,” I agreed.  “For now, I’m not sure there is anything to do.” 

    “What if it jumps me in the middle of the street?” 

    “How many werewolf reports make the news?” 

    “Is that a serious question, Pop?” she asked.  I assured her I was quite serious and she thought about it for a minute.  “None I know of.  I mean, there are occasional weird articles in the checkout newsrags, but I don’t recall actually hearing anything serious about a werewolf in the park or anything.” 

    “Since they do exist, could it be they’re trying not to be noticed by people with guns and silver bullets?” 

    “You’re saying they won’t jump me?” 

    “Not in public.  They might wait until they’re sure you’re home and break in your door.  A gang attack on an apartment is a very different thing from being dismembered by a pack of wolves in the park.”  I shrugged.  “Depending on their organization and level of commitment, they might not choose to challenge building security.  If they show up on camera it’s harder to keep themselves a secret. 

    “At a guess, right now, the most you need to do is watch for people following you or otherwise taking an unusual interest.  You might be able to tag one with a tracer spell and scry on him later.” 

    “That’s a good thought.  I don’t think they would follow me in sight, though.  They would track me by scent, wouldn’t they?” 

    “We assume they can track scents.  Can they do it in human form, or do they need someone on the other end of a leash so they don’t attract too much attention?  Also, your encounter with Lonnie the Werewolf may have let him catch your scent, but can he tell someone else exactly what to sniff for?  I doubt it.  It would be like me giving a verbal description of someone for you to find.  Far too many people would register as possible matches. 

    “Considering where you found him,” I went on, “I have to wonder.  Does he have any friends willing to help him track you down, or are they more likely to say, ‘You got what you deserved, you drug-addled pup’?  We don’t know. 

    “Worst case, I admit you could have a whole pack of these things trying to find you.  That’s way out at the end of the bell curve.  Best case, Lonnie is nursing a couple of electrical burns and wondering what happened while he was high.” 

    “It could be anywhere in between, Pop.” 

    “That’s right.” 

    “So what do I do?” 

    “That’s a good question.  You can come home for a visit, if you like, and do world-searching for a new place.” 

    “I’d rather not.” 

    “I know.  You always hated moving.  I’m sorry I had to make you.” 

    “Me, too.  But that’s over and done with.  You did what you felt you had to, and I agree you had to.  I guess it was good for me, overall.  Here and now?  I don’t feel I have to.” 

    “Fair enough.  Want any silver bullets?” 

    “I’d love some.  Nine millimeter?” 

    “I thought you preferred a twenty-two?” 

    “I’ve taken some advice about knockdown.  Lots of small bullets are still lethal, but bigger bullets with hollow points make people stop more immediately, not after eventually falling unconscious from blood loss.” 

    “I’ll dig some up.” 

    “You’re the best, Pop.” 

    “What else can I do for you?” 

    “Are you in a hurry?” 

    “No, not really.  I have things to do and things in progress, but nothing requiring my immediate attention.” 

    “Can you hang around for a while?  I’d like you to keep an eye on things tonight while Jason and I go out.” 

    I cocked my head slightly as I regarded her. 

    “Is this your way of saying you don’t mind if I watch over you while you’re worrying about a werewolf?” 

    “Are you saying you don’t plan to keep an eye on me anyway?” 

    “I’m not saying anything.  I’m asking a question.” 

    “I’m saying I’d like you to be on overwatch for a bit.  If there is a werewolf looking for us, I’d like you to be looking for him.” 

    “Consider it done.  What time?” 

    “We’re thinking around three or four in the morning.” 

    “Good.  That gives me time to find a spot to set up shop.” 

    “What’s wrong with my mirror room?” 

    “I want someplace the werewolf or his wolf-pack definitely won’t be watching.  If, as you fear, there are multiple werewolves trying to track you down, I want to have someplace local to regroup.  A place they don’t think of as yours.” 

    “Seems a bit paranoid, Pop.” 

    “Said the lady worried about being hunted by the werewolves of New York.” 

    “I thought London was the only place with werewolves.” 

    “The song only said they were there, not anything about it being exclusive.” 

    “Okay, point taken.” 

    “I’ll see what I can find and get back to you.” 

    “Thanks, Pop.” 

      

    Finding a room in New York isn’t hard.  All it takes is money.  Finding a box of silver bullets for Phoebe was even easier.  They were deep-cut hollow-points, designed to mushroom on impact or fragment. 

    I feel relatively certain the world where I found the silver ammunition has a werewolf problem.  Silver is a difficult material for bullet-making.  I mean, if you have boxes and boxes of silver ammo in various calibers, you have them for a reason. 

    She took possession of the ammunition with many thanks. I went looking for a place to make my temporary base of operations. 

    My major housing issue was finding someplace of which I could take immediate possession.  Unlike a hotel, most apartments don’t expect you to occupy the place on the spot.  My choices ranged from a fifth-floor walkup, in what I can generously describe as a bad neighborhood, or checking in to an actual hotel.  Since I didn’t care for the unpredictable interruptions of service staff, I elected to pay a six-month lease on a hole in the wall where I could fight it out fairly with the rats and roaches. 

    I won, but I knew they’d be back.  All the cats in the building departed for parts far distant.  Strays or pets, it didn’t matter.  They don’t like me and they won’t stay anywhere near me.  Which means the building will have a rat and roach problem.  I’m not sure if I should do something semi-permanent about it. 

    The landlord shoehorned apartments into an attic space.  Mine had two rooms and one of them was the bathroom.  The other room had a sink, stove, and a small strip between which might be described as a countertop.  There was no bed, but there was room for one, provided it also served as a couch.  Throughout, the ceiling sloped up from the west wall.  The bathroom was considerably smaller.  Anyone who wanted to shave while sitting on the toilet would have only to bring a hand mirror and lean slightly forward.  It had no tub, only an upright box about the size of a phone booth for a shower stall.  The ceiling of the shower sloped, making it perfect for anyone four-foot-ten. 

    It took me most of the day to secure the place.  When I finished, it would take the police at least two swings with their battering ram to get the door open, and then only if they took out the wall on the far side of the walkway—excuse me, “hallway.”  More importantly, for anyone else it would require a locksmith. 

    Perhaps even more important, the smell was gone.  I don’t know what went into making the fetid, clinging cloud that hung in the damp air like some noxious spirit and I’m pretty sure I don’t want to.  The stains were still largely intact, but sterile discolorations don’t bother me.  And, most importantly, the tiny window—the only window—was light-proof. 

    There was a fire escape, but it was on another wall of the building.  Accessing it required going through someone else’s apartment.  I’m pretty sure the place wasn’t up to code. 

    My evening transformation was exceptionally disgusting.  My original intent was to stand under—in this case, crouch under—a warm shower while it rinsed the gunk from me as fast as I could sweat it out.  The brown water, however, was little if any better than the transformational byproducts. I dismounted the shower head so the flow could rinse out the pipes.  For myself, a cleaning spell would do. 

    The drain backed up.  Let us draw a kindly veil over the resulting smell while we refrain from even thinking about what went into making it. 

    Cursing in several languages between spell chants, I burned a power crystal.  The pipes in the whole damn building started to improve and I specifically made sure to open up the drains.  While I was at it, I grabbed about thirty pounds of silver from somewhere—I didn’t really care where—and started it percolating into the building’s copper wiring.  I also sent a considerable amount of plastic from readily-available sources—the trash in the hallway—into the building’s electrical insulation. 

    I blame myself.  I should have stayed in a hotel and damn the risk.  Or set up shop in a cave in the wilderness outside the city.  I wanted someplace local, though, where I could feel reasonably secure in my workings, even if it meant restoring half the building to do it. 

    With the wiring and pipes sorting themselves out, I worked on the shower stall.  It wasn’t large, but it would do as a shift-booth.  Arriving in it would necessitate a special orientation spell so I would be standing against the only full-height wall. 

    Allowing for the showerhead was tricky. 

    I also took extra care, this time, to include a delayed repair spell.  When I had no further use for the booth, the repair spell would smooth over all the carvings I placed in the fiberglass of the shower stall, destroying the spell.  Since I couldn’t reasonably burn the building behind me, I made sure I could eradicate any occult traces. 

    Let me correct that.  If I chose to burn the building behind me, it would go up like a five-storey pile of kindling.  I chose another option because, A: there were children living in that dump, and B: Phoebe would be disappointed in me. 

    As for what I would be forced to leave behind… Okay, so an odorless apartment with fully-functional wiring and plumbing in a low-rent district might be suspicious, it didn’t necessarily mean occult. 

    I gathered up dust from around the building—there was plenty to be had—and laid out a cookie sheet.  The spells on a sand table aren’t hard to do, exactly, but the way they’re tied together can be complicated.  I augmented my would-be Cookie Sheet of Communion with a couple of pocket mirrors, unfolded and propped on the counter.  The cookie sheet went on the stovetop. 

    I sat down to examine my handiwork and the chair collapsed under me.  I didn’t go through the floor, but the cracking sound was concerning.  Someone below thumped on their ceiling and shouted up at me.  I suspect I would have heard every word even without my exceptional hearing. 

    Oh, so it’s going to be that kind of night, is it? 

    I switched out power crystals from Zombie World and, in the process, picked up a steel barstool.  It held me just fine.  I think it was afraid to let me down.  I was not in the best of moods.  I also scattered a hundred pounds of scrap wood on the floor.  It started sinking into the floor, merging with it, thickening it, strengthening it.  I also added quite a lot of fireproof foam insulation.  It crawled down between the boards to fill in the gaps between the joists.  I would still hear people breathing, but it would help cut down on complaints about any midnight chanting. 

    After a few minutes of fiddling with mirrors and a cookie tray of scrying, I called Phoebe to let her know I was on the job.  When she answered her phone, she was with her faithful sidekick on a late-night walk. 

    “Tempting fate?” I asked. 

    “Nope.  Casing a neighborhood.  Nothing looks quite the same as when you’re on the ground.” 

    “Did Jason tell you that?” 

    “Yup.” 

    “Okay.  Does Jason know you asked me to keep an eye on things, tonight?” 

    “Not that I’m aware of.” 

    “All right.  You two carry on.  I’ll be watching.” 

    “Thanks, Pop.” 

    We hung up and I called up a moving diorama in a handful of dust. 

      

    Phoebe and Jason walked through the neighborhood, just a couple headed home after a late night.  They made the corner and observed the layout of the area from two streets, then went back and drove past it, making a complete circuit of the block. 

    They reviewed the floor plan of the house in question, discussed the weaponry and distribution of guards, and Phoebe filled in the number of customers on the premises, along with their conditions.  I noticed they already had points of entry marked, along with how they were locked or sealed.  They also had done a good job of locating everything relevant, from furniture and valuables down to the spare pistol taped under the kitchen table. 

    There’s nothing like adequate preparation.  I began to feel a little better about her hobby. 

    They took a self-driving cab—using a temporary cash card—and left to finish their preparations.  Armor.  Weapons.  Equipment.  Spells.  Even Jason wore spells, although Phoebe didn’t mention it.  No doubt the magical outlay put quite a dent in her magical power budget, which might be another reason they don’t do this more than once a week. 

    The two of them, fully kitted out, took another cab close to their destination.  They moved stealthily up on the house in question.  Jason placed some devices while Phoebe made spell-gestures at the house. 

    The spells were a variation on my oxygen-concentrating spell for a forge.  In this case, however, oxygen only went one way through the barrier—out.  A lack of oxygen causes anoxia, and it’s sneaky.  This was enhanced by the way the barrier also allowed carbon dioxide and carbon monoxide one direction—in.  People who were otherwise awake and alert would suffer from fatigue, a loss of coordination, confusion, and weakness. 

    A good start, I thought. 

    They moved together to the back door.  Normally, the back door would not be a point of entry.  It had an outer door of metal bars, like a secure version of a screen door, and the main door was barred in two places.  Business was conducted through the front door or in the living room, while the back door was sealed to control access. 

    Jason applied his devices and they both backed off.  Phoebe consulted her wristwatch—a scrying device, in this case, so she could watch the effects of her atmospheric interference.  When she was satisfied, she signaled Jason.  He uncapped a safety switch and pressed a button. 

    Several small explosions occurred.  One of them destroyed the power meter and cut power to the building.  The others blew out the hinges, locks, and bars of the back door.  Phoebe was first to the back door and sent a metallic tube skidding into the kitchen.  It also detonated, producing a blinding flash, a thud that blew the glass out of windows, and a thick cloud of smoke.  Jason followed it in and Phoebe was right behind him. 

    The two of them, able to breathe normally, not stunned, and able to see, took down everyone in the kitchen as quickly as I could have.  Jason chucked another flash-bang grenade out of the kitchen to disorient further anyone in the dining room or living area.  Another grenade emitted a stream of gas that rose rapidly, finding its way up the stairs. 

    Phoebe used a pair of clubs, both electrically charged and perfectly capable of dropping a man just by touch.  She did not rely on this function, however, since the level of drugged persistence in any given target was a thing uncertain.  Instead, she relied on disabling joints and causing brains to slosh back and forth. 

    Jason was more direct.  He unslung a carbine-sized shotgun and started clearing rooms.  In deference to Phoebe, he used beanbag rounds.  The shotgun was a dual-tube weapon, however, and he only used one, reloading it as needed.  I suspect the other magazine tube held ammunition for particularly difficult residents. 

    The hacking and gasping from above implied more people.  Nobody came downstairs, however, so they methodically went about their business of removing the drugs and dumping them in a flaming pile.  That done, they addressed the stairs. 

    Nobody upstairs could see downstairs, but thermal optics and spells let them see what waited for them amid the thick, swirling gases—smoke and tear gas, presumably—at the top.  Jason lobbed another flash-bang, this time landing it at the top of the stairs.  Someone up there fired blindly; the rest followed suit. 

    Phoebe waited until they were empty and went up like a wraith.  Whack!  Thud!  Ka-pow! and like that.  Two minutes later, they were off the property.  The front door was open, the drugs were on fire in the back, and the money was getting farther away by the second. 

    I had to admit, it was pretty smooth.  I would have caused more fatalities, but mostly because Firebrand would have insisted.  Still, while the majority of the people in the building would live—a couple were iffy, but first responders were already on the way—it was still a ruinous circumstance for whoever owned the operation.  And, since they’d done this sort of thing before, someone had taken steps. 

    One of the difficulties of any large operation is keeping costs down.  While any crack den can afford to install security cameras, this is what most people refer to as “perpetuating evidence.”  It’s safer to have a guard who has a vested interest in keeping his mouth shut.  In this case, two guards sat in a parked car or periodically circling the block.  They obviously weren’t all that great at being guards, but having them there is better than not. 

    The car in question tried to follow the autocab Phoebe and Jason took.  Phoebe didn’t notice.  At least, I didn’t see her or Jason doing anything about it.  They peeled off obvious bits of armor, stowed equipment in a shoulder bag, and put on external clothing that wouldn’t draw attention. 

    I had an internal debate about interfering.  There were a couple of different ways I could interfere, ranging from subtle to extreme.  Phoebe did ask me to watch over her, but she was concerned about werewolves, not heightened security. 

    I stepped into the shower stall and crouched.  I prepared for several minutes while I waited for my window of opportunity.  Finally, at a stop light, I had it.  I shifted to the street behind the observers’ car. 

    My cloak, already enlarged, flowed forward, under the vehicle.  A moment later, there was a brief scream, diminishing in the infinite depths.  A sudden silence descended as a gentleman in a black suit, out for his pre-dawn constitutional, ambled off to the subway. 

      

    This still left the werewolf question unresolved.  Just because they didn’t show up didn’t mean they would never show up.  I mean, how many muggers ply their trade on an innocent victim without encountering me?  Almost all of them. 

    As a result, I decided Phoebe was going about this all wrong.  You don’t suspect you’re a target and get someone to watch over you.  You suspect you’re a target and send someone to go find whoever—or whatever—is targeting you.  I could watch over Phoebe for weeks before she decided Lonnie the Lone Wolf wasn’t after her. 

    On the other hand, if he did show up, problem solved.  No sign of him, though. 

    As a more practical idea, perhaps locating all the werewolves in New York might be better.  I mean, how many could there be?  A dozen?  Two dozen?  Maybe one for each park?  Did they cluster together out on the east end of Long Island?  Or what?  I sat on the subway train, heading back to my new apartment, and thought. 

    When my phone rang, I complimented Phoebe on her technique and pointed out that the locals might start adding more security or guards.  I didn’t want to tell her directly, since it might be viewed as interfering.  I merely observed there would be a reaction of some sort, so do be careful about observers, cameras, and tails, would you?  She agreed. 

    I also told her about the lack of pack hunters, but promised to look into the matter further.  She went back to her place for the night while I did a little surreptitious spying on the werewolf population of New York. 

    First off, how do I find a werewolf?  Trick question.  Finding a particular werewolf requires something to tie the spell to.  Finding any old werewolf at all is more an exercise in observation.  The werewolves I’ve seen—the ones I know I’ve seen—have bright, intense vitality.  They stand out like torches amid candles.  Unfortunately, against the generalized glow of the city’s teeming masses, they can blend in, especially if they’re indoors.  There’s more than enough light and color to hide them at any distance.  I have to be relatively close to spot them. 

    So, open a brute-force gate above the city.  One about eyeball-sized.  A scrying spell won’t do.  Look through the gate for bright spots.  I can easily pick out a werewolf’s bright aura against the dim backdrop of everyone else, provided I don’t try to look at more than one city block at a time. 

    I started with Manhattan Island.  After all, Phoebe lived on it. 

      

    Wolf hunting is not my favorite pastime.  First off, why bother them?  If they aren’t bothering me, I’ll ignore them.  Second, they’re sneaky buggers and can be bloody hard to find. 

    Do you know how many city blocks there are in the greater New York area?  How about just on the island of Manhattan?  I don’t know, either.  I lost count after the first hundred.  I started at the south end and started working north. 

    I got as far as Houston Street before I decided I needed a better technique. 

    The trouble, as I failed to see it, was the contrast.  Humans are a generalized background glow in the city, not to mention the distractions of headlights, streetlights, and other mundane illumination.  Even a bright vitality glow doesn’t stand out too well against it.  It’s like flicking a lighter in sunshine.  Did it light?  Check closely.  The flame doesn’t stand out. By the time you can tell for certain, you’ve been burned. 

    All right.  Let’s get out a spectrum-shifting spell and fiddle with it.  Let’s use it to remove all the visible light from what I see.  This should leave only the black-and-white of my night vision, plus any paranormal illumination. 

    Now, for a bit more fine-tuning.  Can I use something like a spectrum-shifter to filter out celestial glows, magical auras, and everything else that isn’t vital force?  Yes, I can.  It helps that I can actually see these things, so I kind of know what I’m doing. 

    Excellent.  Now when I look through a gate, all I see are personal glowing points.  Let’s adjust the brightness and contrast a bit to help fade out the weaker auras.  What does this give us?  Bright points all over the city.  I was surprised at the number of them.  There were thousands! 

    Closer examination reassured me, sort of.  Simply having a bright aura doesn’t necessarily mean it’s a werewolf.  There’s more to monster identification than intensity of the vital force.  There are the colors and patterns, rate of scintillation, sparkles, flickers, shimmers—all the variations and combinations possible. 

    Most of them weren’t actually werewolves.  A perfectly normal human on powerful stimulants can have a similar aura intensity.  The differences only become obvious when you take a closer look, but it’s about as bright.  Apparently, some recreational drugs make people feel “more alive.”  Technically, they’re correct.  What they don’t realize is they’re burning up what life they have faster than normal.  The vast majority of the bright points were humans. 

    On the other hand, some of these bright points were not. 

    Close-up scrying of a bunch of supernatural entities did not strike me as my most brilliant idea.  I kept my eyeball gate at a distance, observing passively.  A few were werewolves, but there were many more… other things.  I recognized some of the patterns.  I can recognize creatures of faerie, for example.  Others I couldn’t readily identify. 

    The werewolves, however, were my main article of interest.  They ranged across the human economic spectrum, from wealthy to homeless.  I’m guessing the ones with a suitable killer instinct did well on Wall Street, while others, with a different kind of killer instinct, prowled in survival mode through the streets and subways.  Whether they worked together as a subculture or not—Lone wolves?  One big pack? Or many?—wasn’t readily apparent. 

    With my eyeball gate, I followed one of the more ragged sort down under the city.  He wasn’t truly homeless, at least as far as a wolf was concerned.  He had a den of sorts in a disused subway tunnel, among another two dozen or more homeless people.  He was the only wolf, though.  Nobody gave him much more than a second look when he came home, either.  A few shifted slightly, making sure his way was clear.  Alpha predator?  Pack alpha of his little tunnel group?  Or just a respected member of the community?  I didn’t try to find out. 

    Once I had a good look at his den, I went shopping.  It’s amazing what you can find open at four in the morning in New York.  I prepped my spells, waited until he left his den, and opened a gate directly below his sleeping area.  This dropped his mound of filthy blankets into my so-called living room.  Another gate opened above the now-empty area and dropped in a mound of clean blankets.  Once the outgoing bedding arrived, the gate closed and a cleaning spell went off on the fresh blankets, hopefully eradicating any of my own scent. 

    This left me with his former bedding and enough hair to build a dog.  I worked quickly, then.  In another couple of hours, I would have to start breathing.  There were other places where wolves lived.  I needed samples from them, as well.  Hair from a brush, toenail clippings, anything.  I needed lots of different werewolf parts and I wasn’t prepared to be picky.

  


   
    Friday, April 4th, Phoebe’s World 

      

    I cheated.  Once I had the spell components, I set a time-ticker to hurry along the Flatstation.  This gave me a several hours to work on my project before dawn.  The result was a lovely lady’s watch.  TAG Heuer made a sporty ladies’ model—attractive, durable, and given the stunning price tag, I hoped stylish.  All I did was add a magical complication. 

    With components from a dozen different werewolves, my objective was to distill them down to their lowest common denominator.  I didn’t want to specify Lonnie the Werewolf, nor his cousins, Eddie, Remus, or Fenrir.  I wanted to affect werewolves as a whole, or as a class, or as a species.  It was a “messy bits” spell—more of a charm—but I was prepared to cope with the mess if that was what it took. 

    I’ve consulted with genetic engineers before, but that was in regard to Phoebe.  As a human being, they could cope.  I wonder what they’d say about werewolf DNA?  Or would they have to look at it by moonlight?  There I go, asking the hard questions. 

    The watch didn’t come with an alarm.  It was strictly a timepiece.  Now, however, if a werewolf is within range of the detection spell, it tingles whoever wears it.  A vibration might be audible, like a mobile phone on vibrate.  The tingling won’t alert anyone but the wearer.  While the sensation still might be a distraction, walking into a building not knowing there’s a werewolf in it could have even worse repercussions. 

    I tested it by opening covert gates near other werewolves—ones I didn’t borrow excess bits from.  The moment the gates opened, every time, the watch gave me a mild, pulsating jolt until I closed the gate.  Not enough to bother me, but enough to leave no doubt about it. 

    Perfect. 

    I killed the time-ticker gate, checked the local daylight, and went straight to Phoebe’s shift-closet.  Landing in my own shift-booth shower stall would require I wait out the sunrise or risk being caught in traffic on the way over.  I didn’t want to waste time waiting it out and then negotiating early-morning streets in New York.  I had a new present for Phoebe and was excited to show it off. 

    Her mirror caught my attention as soon as I stepped out.  The mirror itself is merely a screen for a scrying spell.  The frame has a more complicated gizmo.  It holds a rudimentary gate spell.  The iridium micro-gate for interuniversal scrying is what does the heavy lifting, but the mirror’s frame is set up to more easily accept a transferred gate connection.  It’s not a gate on its own, but it’s ideal for accepting a gate transfer from the micro-gate. 

    The mirror frame had more crystals mounted on it, all of them power crystals.  Not unreasonable if she planned to use it as a gate on a regular basis in this magic-poor world.  What really caught my attention was the micro-gate.  It was active and connected to somewhere, but the scrying spell wasn’t running. 

    I considered this for several seconds.  Did I want to know where it was going badly enough to peek?  No, I decided, I did not.  Phoebe could, conceivably, have left it on accidentally, but I doubted it.  It drew a steady flow of power.  In this world, magical power is a commodity.  Ergo, she had it there for a reason.  Her reason. 

    As a general rule, you don’t meddle in another wizard’s experiment.  As a more specific rule, I’m trying not to poke my nose into Phoebe’s business. 

    I left the mirror room, crossed the hall, and almost knocked on her bedroom door.  What stopped me was the smell.  It wasn’t a pervasive, intense odor, but it was one I knew.  I’ve been pursued—and sometimes caught—by enough women to recognize it.  I blinked at the wall, focusing beyond it, and saw two different life-patterns in close proximity, asleep. 

    Standing in the hallway, fist upraised, ready to knock on a bedroom door, it finally hit me: My little girl was not a little girl.  Intellectually, I knew it.  Emotionally, it blindsided me like a hotrod ignoring a traffic light. 

    Ick.  Bad memory. 

    I’ve always thought about—tried to always think about—the consequences of my actions and how best to provide for her.  As she grew older, I tried to keep out of her way and let her make mistakes.  It’s vital to let children make mistakes and learn from them.  You can’t simply tell them everything they need to know.  They have to directly experience life and sometimes get punched in the face by it.  That’s why life lessons often suck. 

    My daughter has a boyfriend.  A boyfriend who stays overnight.  Or, at least, comes over in the wee hours of the morning and sleeps in with her. 

    Okay. 

    No, wait.  Is it okay? 

    Yes.  Yes.  It has to be.  And I have to be okay with it.  I have to be okay with it. 

    Am I okay with it? 

    I’m not certain. 

    I can cope with this.  I’m pretty sure I can cope with this.  I’ve coped with worse.  Haven’t I?  Beryl died.  Amber died, sort of.  So did Tort.  Those have got to be worse than finding out my daughter is growing up and Nature is taking its course. 

    Thing is, old wounds can’t be compared to new ones.  A fresh shock isn’t the same as an old one.  It’s like comparing an old scar to a bleeding wound.  It doesn’t matter what you’ve been through before when you have to deal with here and now. 

    The bathroom off the hallway wasn’t in use, so I borrowed it for the sunrise.  Rather than run the water, I used a cleaning spell and let my morning gunk gloop its way down the pipes. 

    Nice building.  Good drains.  I appreciated it. 

    I went silently into the living room and sat down on the chair.  A few minutes of considering my feelings were in order.  I was pleased Phoebe was adapting well.  It was a validation of everything I tried to teach her.  At the same time, I was… not displeased, exactly.  Is there a word for the feeling a father gets when he realizes he might not actually be needed anymore?  I mean, that’s the goal, right?  Help a child to become someone who can function independently and well?  There’s a certain satisfaction when it happens, sure, but what’s that other component?  Nostalgia?  Loss?  I’m not sure of the word. 

    On the other hand, I’m proud of Phoebe.  I may not approve of all her choices, but they no longer require my approval.  They’re her choices, not mine, and I’ve tried very hard to respect that.  Even when she was little, she would sometimes do things I didn’t think were good ideas, but as long as they didn’t result in permanent harm, they were life lessons.  She learned to ask my opinions on things, but she still made up her own mind. 

    I would have thought she would at least introduce me to her boyfriend. 

    I went into the mirror room and did some gate-work of my own, hunting down the articles I wanted.  I worked quietly, setting things up.  I silently mounted the new wireless doorbell on the wall above her bedroom door.  The button transmitter I put beside the shift-closet.  No sudden surprises. 

    Now, did I want to quietly sneak out again?  Phoebe hasn’t so much as mentioned this, which leads me to believe she’s trying to keep it a secret.  Can I reassure her I’m not upset?  Or should I pretend to ignorance?  No, I can’t pretend ignorance forever. 

    Breakfast.  What do we have?  Not much, but I’m pretty sure someplace delivers.  In the meantime, refried stir-fry, some leftover sweet-n-sour chicken, and is that Peking duck?  Aha!  Eggs.  Cereal and milk.  Pancake mix, too. 

    Zeno helped me order online.  I got busy with improvisational cuisine. 

      

    Phoebe came out of her room wearing a big, fluffy robe.  She finger-combed her hair back from her face as she peeked around the corner of the kitchen area. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yup.” 

    “What are you doing?” 

    “Making breakfast.  A lot more is on the way up from a place called The Food Run.  Clever name, I’ll say that for them.” 

    “I meant more along the lines of why you were making breakfast.” 

    “Well, I dropped by to give you a present.  Remember the werewolf problem?” 

    “Vividly.” 

    “I invented a werewolf detector.” 

    “Last night?” 

    “Well, your raid was over, and with no sign of werewolves.  There were some guys following you from the raid, but I’m pretty sure they were only told to find out where you went, not actually do anything.  I took care of it.  On the other hand, you’re a grown woman.  I can’t be watching over you constantly.  So, I thought you might need something to set your mind at ease about the lycanthropes,” I replied, mildly.  “What’s wrong?” 

    “Nothing.  Nothing at all.  I can see I’m not quite the professional wizard I thought I was.” 

    “Sweetheart, you’re overqualified by an order of magnitude.  Hang around with wizards in the Tassarian Empire.  You’ll see what I mean.” 

    “Yeah, but I don’t have the foggiest notion of where to even start with a werewolf detector!” 

    “I have more experience.  You’ll get there.  It just takes time.” 

    “Ten thousand years?” 

    “I’m not an Ancient Evil from the Dawn of Time.  I just play one on TV.” 

    “You don’t show up on television.” 

    “There are ways around it.” 

    “So you say.  Where is it?  The werewolf detector?” 

    “Here.”  I pointed at the presentation box on the table.  She opened it and her face glowed with delight.  She tried it on and admired it. 

    “Do I have to do anything?” 

    “In low-magic areas, you need to turn it on.  It should run for days on a single charge, though, if you want to leave it running.  Around here, treat it like a cell phone and try to keep it charged.  It has an effective range of maybe a hundred feet and will tingle on your wrist when it gets a positive result.” 

    “It’s not directional?” 

    “You have to hold your arm out and point to get the strongest tingle, or find different ones.  I wanted to keep it simple enough to only require one limb, no fingers, and no eyes.  You might be using the other hand for something, or need to keep an eye on your target.” 

    “That’s my Pop.  Always thoughtful.”  She kissed my cheek. 

    “Speaking of which, I’ve been thinking.  I dropped in unexpectedly and I have to apologize.  There’s a doorbell button in the mirror room, now, to let you know I’m here.  However, if you like, we can set up a remote doorbell at my house.  You may not want your father simply popping in whenever he feels like it?” 

    “Why wouldn’t I?” 

    “I dunno.  You might be busy, or engaged in private activity.  Who knows?” 

    Phoebe sighed and slid onto a stool at the kitchen counter. 

    “You do,” she answered.  “Darn it, Pop.” 

    “I’m sorry.  Truly I am.  I didn’t mean to invade your privacy.  Which is why I bring up the idea of doorbells across the universes.  It’s part of the reason I’m cooking, so the smells will attract your attention.  I’d rather not bang on your door and startle anyone.” 

    “Better late than never, I guess.”  She sighed again.  “Do you mind if he joins us for breakfast?” 

    “That was the point, Phoebe.” 

    “It’s okay!” she called.  “Come have something to eat.” 

    I heard the bedroom door and footsteps along the hardwood floor of the hall.  A moment later, Cameron came into view.  He was fully dressed, but he needed a shower and a comb.  He stopped in the kitchen entryway and smiled sheepishly. 

    “Well, this is awkward,” I said.  He nodded and I went on, “Have a seat.  Preliminary breakfast is coming up.  The real breakfast is also coming up.” 

    He occupied the other stool, next to Phoebe, and clasped his hands on the countertop.  Phoebe laid her hand on his. 

    “I did tell you I liked him, Pop.” 

    “So you did.  I’m not judging either of you.  You’re grown-ish.  You can do as you please.” 

    “Do you disapprove, sir?” Cameron asked. 

    “I’m concerned about the logistics of your relationship, but I’m an overcautious old man.  I’m sure you two will work everything out for yourselves.”  I didn’t add how it was the only way to learn some things.  I know of no better teacher than experience, and none more bitter.  But it wasn’t the sort of thing I wanted to say. 

    “I have power conversion from the building’s wiring,” Phoebe offered. 

    “I noticed.  Good work, by the way.” 

    “Thanks, Pop.” 

    “Sir?  Do you… that is, I understand I should have spoken to you about this beforehand, but may I have permission to date your daughter in this manner?” 

    “I’m not sure how you could have asked,” I told him.  “It’s not like you could dial my phone.  Without Phoebe’s help, I don’t think you could find me at all.” 

    “Yes, sir.  That did occur to me, sir, once Phoebe explained.” 

    “Explained?” I asked, glancing at Phoebe. 

    “About you being a wizard, Pop.” 

    “Mmm.  I see.  Not that it matters, but you have my permission.  I told Phoebe about this a long time ago, and I understand you would enjoy a formal declaration.  Go ahead.  Be aware of the horrible risk you’re taking, however.” 

    “Sir?” 

    “He means,” Phoebe interrupted, “he has a temper.  My Pop thinks he’s an unreasonable, reactionary, temperamental monster.”  Cameron looked nervous and Phoebe went on.  “He’s not.  He is sometimes a bit overprotective, but he likes you.  He’ll give you the benefit of the doubt and a chance to explain yourself before doing anything rash.”  She glanced at me with a quasi-psychic glare and I heard her in my head along with my ears.  “Won’t you, Pop?” 

    “Of course,” I agreed, as agreeably as I could.  The doorbell rang and I went to get breakfast. 

    What I carefully did not say had to do with Phoebe’s ability to defend herself.  She’s not a killer, not by any stretch of the imagination.  She is, however, strong-willed, well-trained, and understands her own self-worth.  I planned to stay out of her personal affairs.  If he turned out to be an ass, I would be the least of Cameron’s worries. 

      

    Breakfast improved markedly after the delivery.  I did my best to smile whenever I wasn’t shoveling food into my face.  Phoebe relaxed and Cameron eventually followed her lead. 

    By the way, grating leftover Peking duck into cheese sauce makes a surprisingly good chip dip.  I know it sounds weird, but so am I.  They claimed to like it. 

    After breakfast, Phoebe showed Cameron out.  I went with them to see. 

    Phoebe hasn’t quite finished a device for her mirror.  It’s basically a magical transformer.  Hang the box on the back of the mirror and plug it in.  It produces magical energy and a fair amount of waste heat.  Its efficiency will improve with every electromagical transformation spell she adds to the matrix, but for now it’s only kicking along around ten or twelve percent. 

    She opened up her scrying spell to look through the operational micro-gate.  It went to Cameron’s room.  She did a careful look around.  The house was dark and everyone was asleep.  The clocks said it was around four in the morning. 

    Cameron kissed Phoebe goodbye.  Rather, Phoebe kissed Cameron and he tensed up as though her lips were high voltage.  I didn’t react, other than to examine a very nice print on the wall.  It wasn’t there last time I visited—a waterfall with clouds, done in a stylized fashion.  Japanese, I think, although I didn’t see anything written on it.  My inattention gave Cameron the reassurance he needed to relax and kiss Phoebe in return.  She didn’t let him go until he did relax and kiss her properly. 

    He readied himself and she opened a gate to his closet door.  He stepped through immediately and she closed it behind him.  She left the scrying component on long enough to see he was there, intact, and undetected. 

    “Okay, Pop,” she said, waving a hand over the surface of the mirror to shut it down.  “I’m ready.” 

    “Ready for what?” 

    “For whatever you have to say.” 

    I unclipped her homemade transformer from the mirror and fiddled with it absently.  It didn’t take the whole load of the gate transit, but it extended the life of the crystals and started charging them the moment the gate closed.  Having a dedicated power transformer is handy. 

    “What should I say?” 

    “Maybe how you don’t like my boyfriend?” 

    “What’s wrong with him?” 

    “He’s from another universe?” 

    “So are you.” 

    “Or the fact we don’t live in the same universe?” 

    “You and I don’t, either,” I pointed out. 

    “Yeah, but for us it’s just a commute, not an arcane mystery.” 

    “You don’t seem to have any trouble with it, apart from him having to sneak around while his parents are asleep.” 

    Phoebe blushed.  Sometimes it’s hard to tell.  Her olive complexion hides lesser blushes, but this time it was obvious. 

    “We’re working on that.” 

    “Oh?  Are you visiting?” 

    “No.  I moved to Iowa, remember?  I send him letters.  He’s going to come visit me.  Us.” 

    “Not their Iowa, I take it?” 

    “Nor yours,” she agreed.  “He’ll actually be coming here.” 

    “And his parents are on board with this?” 

    “Not exactly…” 

    “Stop,” I told her.  “Not your letter-writing.  Stop telling me.” 

    “Huh?” 

    “Just let me know this: Is Cameron going to come live with you?” 

    “I… well, we’ve discussed it…” she trailed off, not looking at me. 

    “Have you told him everything?” 

    “Well…” 

    “Clearly not, if the most unusual thing about me is I’m a wizard.” 

    “We’ve had other things to talk about!” 

    “Do I want to know what those are?” 

    “Uh… no?” 

    “Phoebe,” I sighed, sitting gingerly on a swivel chair.  “Look.  There are a couple of ways this can go.  It could work out perfectly, and I hope it does.  To maximize your chances of this, Cameron needs to understand the whole arrangement.  You, me, the multiplicity of worlds, how you plan to make a living, what career you pursue, and the gender role ideology you prefer.  He’s a local, Punkin.  He has his own views and they are based in one culture, his native culture.  For his time and place, he’s a perfectly decent person.  Here?  Here he’s an anachronism who thinks he should be the breadwinner and head of the household while the little wifey cooks, cleans, and makes babies.” 

    “It’s not like that!” Phoebe cried, hotly. 

    “You seem awfully certain.” 

    “We’re still talking about it!” 

    “And you may continue talking about it forever.  Marriage is an ongoing negotiation, not a set of rules.  What I’m trying to get at is you need to talk about everything between you two.  All of it.  And I don’t mean in soft whispers in the dark afterward.  I mean in the light, across a table, with notepads and pencils.” 

    “But… I mean… But Pop!” she stammered, flustered. 

    “You’re going to have a great time with Cameron,” I went on.  “He’s kind, generous, and an all-around upright guy.  In another time and place, with slightly different upbringing, I’m confident he’d be wearing a sash and debating the finer points of chivalry when he wasn’t out slaying monsters and defending the innocent.  And there’s nothing wrong with having fun with your friend.  Is he the right man for you?  I don’t know—and you don’t, either.  Go ahead and enjoy finding out.” 

    “What if we sit down and talk over all the stuff and I find out he’s not?” 

    “What you do afterward is up to you, as always.  I’m only telling you to find out before you promise anything.” 

    “Can’t I take my time?” she asked, plaintively. 

    “Would I increase the efficiency of your mirror-gate power transformer if I disapproved?”  I handed it back to her.  The self-replication function really isn’t all that hard—at least, to me.  I admit I’m not a good yardstick for much of anything anymore.  With spells already providing power, bolting on a self-replicating module to one of them wasn’t hard at all.  Another fifty iterations would be plenty. 

    She looked over the box for a moment.  Then she hugged me. 

    “You’re always looking out for me, aren’t you, Pop?” 

    “I try to.  It’s hard, now you’re almost all grown up.  I try not to look anymore.  I listen for your shout more than anything.” 

    She rattled her new wristwatch on her wrist. 

    “All right,” I admitted, “I sometimes think proactively, too.” 

    She tightened her robe’s belt and adjusted her hair. 

    “Do you really believe I need to have a heart-to-heart with Cameron about everything we believe?  Isn’t that going to kill the mystery and fun of learning more about each other?” 

    “Maybe it will.  I don’t know.  I only know being open and honest will help you avoid major problems.” 

    “I’ll think about it.” 

    “At your age, it’s all I can hope for—and I’m pleased you’re willing to consider it.  Now, I have a magical question for you.” 

    “You have a magical question for me?  What is this, a test or something?” 

    “Your whole life is a test.  A test of whether or not you deserve to keep it,” I added.  She paused and cocked her head, thinking it over. 

    “You’re not wrong,” she decided.  “You’re not right, either, but not wrong.” 

    Nature versus nurture in a nutshell, that statement. 

    “Can we get back to my question?” 

    “Shoot, Pop.” 

    “How do you avoid calling him up on alternate years?  You don’t keep the micro-gate open constantly when he’s not here, do you?” 

    “No, only when he’s visiting, to hold the time differential steady.  When he’s available to visit, he uses a talisman I made.  It connects to my micro-gate.” 

    “You made?” 

    “Yep!” she declared, proudly.  “All I really did was copy the micro-gate you integrated in the mirror frame.  I would absolutely hate to have to try and make a gate spell on my own, but with an example sitting in front of me, I managed.  It’s limited, though. It only targets the micro-gate on the mirror.” 

    “Nevertheless, that’s good work!  I’m proud of you, Phoebe.” 

    “It only took me six tries,” she added. 

    “Six?” I asked, surprised. 

    “I’m kidding.” 

    “Whew.” 

    “Three tries, and the second one sort-of worked.  I’m getting the hang of it.  Maybe by the time I’m thirty.” 

    “You’ll get it well before then.  But how does this help with timing a date with Cameron?” 

    “When he’s available—nobody bothering him, parents asleep, all that stuff—he connects to my micro-gate.  If I’m home and also available, I can let him come through his closet door.” 

    “Sensible.  Is the door enchanted?  Or is it just a locus?” 

    “I haven’t mastered gate spells enough to risk trying to enchant my mirror frame, much less his closet doorframe.  I have a spell on both, though, to make them better loci.  We put some crystals over the doorframe, inside the closet, so it isn’t totally dependent on my end.  On my end, my transformers do the lion’s share.  It’s getting easier, too.  Does using the same mundane locus every time cause it to develop a resonance?” 

    “Good question.  Most of the loci I frequently use wind up enchanted.  I don’t think I’ve ever experimented with a mundane locus for long.  It might.  What’s probably happening is the spell is getting power run through it on a regular basis and it’s growing stronger.”  I held up a hand as something forgotten tried to reassert itself.  If Phoebe was starting to use gates across worlds… Ah!  Yes, that was it. 

    “I’ll have to allow for your gate-work in my calculations if I’m doing a time differential experiment.”  I thought for a moment about how it might affect my current chain of differentials.  Tauta to here, here to my Iowa lair, Iowa to the India reactor, reactor to Jumbo Dynamo… 

    Would having an independent timeline trying to run Phoebe’s world quicker have an effect on the system of worlds I hooked together?  It might, but the worst problem I could see is it might negate one level of multiplication while Phoebe had her guest over. 

    “Is it a problem, Pop?” 

    “I doubt it.  At worst, an inconvenience.  I’ll double-check, though, while you’re in class.  I assume you have class today?” 

    “Yessir.  This afternoon.  I was planning to get a nap in Swisher.  I decided it would be best not to miss class, or to show up tired, every time there was a raid the night before.  If I’m always bright-eyed and bushy-tailed—not to mention a lack of other things, like any injuries or the smell of various gases—then there’s nothing to connect me to them.” 

    “Good thinking.  And I apologize for my unexpected arrival.  Nosiness?  Inadvertent intrusion?” 

    “It’s okay, Pop.  You were going to find out sooner or later.  I’m kind of glad we’ve got it out in the open.  I know Cameron is.” 

    “Yes, but I’m thinking of the future.  That’s why you have a second doorbell.  Maybe I should install a lock on the closet door, too.” 

    “I’m happy with using this room as a foyer.  It’s fine, Pop.” 

    “Are you sure?  It is your house.” 

    “You still pay the bills,” she pointed out. 

    “Yes, but only as a training-wheels kind of exercise in being an adult.  When you want to go find a regular job and move into your own crackerbox, go right ahead.” 

    “Not today, thank you.” 

      

    I went to check the clocks in the worlds along my time multiplication path before heading back to Tauta. Once there, I checked in with my altar ego and his face came up on the sand table.  I explained what I’d done and he reported a sharp increase in power.  Since his observations didn’t trigger a time-differential alteration, he also reported a diminishing return on all the clocks, confirming my observations. 

    “Why does it work like that?” I asked. 

    “Got me.” 

    “Still not doing so great on the omniscience?” 

    “I can’t be everywhere, either.” 

    “You imply omnipotence isn’t out of reach.” 

    “Yeah, but I’m kidding.  I’m soaking up power pretty well, but I have a lot of growing to do.” 

    “Growing?” I repeated. 

    “There are a lot of… it’s kind of a case of… hmm.  Okay, look.  Intellectually, I’m highly evolved.  I’m an extremely complex pattern of thought.” 

    “Granted.” 

    “The other gods around Tauta aren’t.  They’re much simpler, but they possess immense force.” 

    “Sure.” 

    “So… hmm.  I’m not sure I started this off right.  Let me start over.” 

    “Go ahead.” 

    “From what I’ve observed, normal gods develop slowly, over time.  I got jump-started—twice.  First, when you stomped your psychic imprint on an energy plane, then here, when my sigil set up my pattern.  The first had a bigger footprint, the second was vastly more complex and detailed. 

    “Right now, I’m a fully-formed consciousness with highly-advanced thought processes.  Sadly, I’m still not very big.  No matter how much power I have, I can’t do as much as I’d like because I’m tiny.  I have to expend a lot of power to grow.  Then I can handle larger loads of power and perform bigger feats. The other gods have been doing nothing else the whole time they’ve been around.  I’ve just started in earnest, but I have thorium-powered steroids.  Which is where you come in.” 

    “Let me guess.” 

    “Somehow, I doubt you’re guessing.” 

    “You guessed it,” I agreed. 

    “I want you to do more work on the divinity dynamo setup so I can do more prep work for miraculous revelations.” 

    “You do realize I’m liable to spend years on this while only a month goes by here in Tauta, right?” 

    “A month?” he asked, sand-cloud face in an expression of surprise.  “No, no, no.  We need to do this quickly, remember?” 

    “Right.  We need to make an impression before they send their delegates to the congressional meeting thing.  Any idea how long we actually do have in Tauta?” 

    “Mmm.  Travel times being what they are, Hazir and I think we have a week.” 

    “A week?” I squeaked. 

    “Well, yeah.  Everybody’s probably all picked out as far as who goes, who stays, and the rest of it.  What they’re ironing out now—according the Hazir—is what each delegate wants to accomplish at the Council of Law.  The actual meeting starts on the first day of Palasniskir, though, and they have to travel to the southernmost city in the Empire.  Ideally, we should do our religious demonstrations, at the very least, before they actually start to travel.  The northernmost cities first, of course, since they’ll have to set out sooner—I think.  Maybe not, since the Council of Law is in Sarashda this year.  They might have more wizardry involved in their travels.  It’s a long way to go in a wagon or on a boat.” 

    “You’re blathering on because I’m still pissed about having only a week.” 

    “If we want to get to the northern cities in a timely manner.” 

    “You are not making me feel better!” 

    “Would you rather I help you succeed or tell you a comforting lie while you fail?  I’m a god.  I can do either.  Eh?  What was that?  Speak up.  I didn’t catch that.” 

    “I said I hate being an avatar!” 

    “Could be worse.” 

    “How? —no,” I interjected, as he opened his mouth.  “No, on second thought, don’t tell me.” 

    “Okay.” 

    I put my elbows on my knees and leaned forward, rubbing my temples. 

    “All right.  I have a week.  Less than a week.” 

    “I have a week,” he corrected.  “You have closer to a year.” 

    “I hate you.” 

    “Only because you’re lazy and have a lot of work to do.” 

    “Damn it!” 

    “Careful,” he cautioned.  “You do that with enough sincerity and it might work.” 

    “You are not helping!” 

    “Sorry.  Want to continue this discussion at the big dynamo farm?” 

    “First, a question.  I’ve been thinking about the military situation.  Is everyone actually going to send delegates to Sarashda?  I mean, the Empire is tottering due to a religious schism.” 

    “I’d say it’s more cracked than tottering.  The Empire is still the Empire, and there are things to discuss other than the religious power structure.  In point of fact, Hazir says it may be better to handle a lot of the House negotiations at the Council of Law.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “If we can get the majority of the Temples to see reason—not the personification, but to acknowledge the facts of our position—all we have to deal with are secular matters. 

    “If the official notice about Hazir’s adoption,” he went on, “and the lack of a godlike bloodline gets a big reveal during the Council, everyone will know firsthand how the potential upset of the House hierarchy has been avoided.  That will settle a lot of ruffled feathers right at the start and put people in a much more receptive frame of mind.  And if Hazir delivers the news, himself, as a representative of House Lucard, he could spin it as an heroic action on his part.  Stepping up to be heir apparent, keeping stability in the Empire, all that stuff.  People will buy it from him.  He’s got a good reputation.” 

    “Hmm.” 

    “Problem?” 

    “I was thinking about how the real troublemakers won’t be at the Council.  I mean, they don’t send the actual manzhani of every House, nor the Mazhani of every city, do they?” 

    “Probably not.  Representatives will be there, though—maybe an heir, maybe a vidat or rezeet.  They’ll have the power to conduct plenipotentiary bargaining for their House, though.  If they have to, they can have a wizard put them in touch with their Mazhani or manzhani.” 

    “You’ve been talking to Hazir a lot,” I accused. 

    “And Leisel,” he agreed.  “We had a real conference while you were gone.” 

    “All right.  I’ll set something up for you.  Something automated.  I’m not riding herd on your personal powerplant development for a year!” 

    “Anything you can do will be appreciated, especially since I’m doing all the miracle work for your Empire problems.” 

    “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” 

    

  


   
    Reactor World, Take Two 

      

    I did more duplication of my existing dynamo farm setup.  It’s a work in progress, but it’s coming along.  I found the original timeline where I started the reactor-based dynamo farm and branched it again.  A few more resource-grabbing shift-boxes, additional robots, and another software update from Zeno… 

    Now there are two timeline branches producing, racking, and powering dynamos.   

    Anyone want to try for three?  I’m getting good at this setup process.  It helps that I can use bits and pieces from the first one as patterns to set up the others.  I’d much rather prepare spells in the high-intensity magical environment of Reactor #1 than have to do all the prep work from scratch every time. 

    Okay, so let’s build a third.  How about four?  Or five?  Do this again to branch variations of the original Earth.  Now we have another world building a massive dynamo farm.  And another one.  And again… 

    No, I’m not building whole farms of dynamos.  I’m putting some spells on a thorium reactor to make sure it’s in good working order and firing it up.  I know exactly how to make it work, now, since I’ve already done it.  I’m also putting spells on a couple of magic boxes and swiping robots.  Actually putting everything together is a robot problem, not a vampire problem.  As a result, I’ve spent close to a personal week doing nothing but setting up self-sufficient dynamo farms—or the beginnings of them, the basics. 

    I’m done. 

    Someone find me a son of a bitch.  I’m hungry and tired and a Snickers isn’t going to fix this.  I’ve eaten a lot of bugs and some local fauna, but not one damn thing I actually liked. 

    As I said, I’m done.  Not finished, no, but I am done.  I’m going to go find dinner, dawdle over every drop of crawling hemoglobin, slowly siphon out every thought, every memory, every trace of living essence, and quite possibly belch like a barbarian whether I need to or not. 

    Then I’m going home to my nice little lair in my nice little backwoods with my nice little library to ignore everyone and everything.  I’m going to sit in my den, kick back my recliner, and do nothing but sit quietly and read until doomsday or the next emergency, whichever comes first. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Friday, May 23rd, 1952 

      

    It was a good day, today.  I went through my morning meditation, as usual, before I chased Gus around the woods, did more local shopping, and finally moved both the generator and the freezer into the basement.  There wasn’t much to see on television, but with an aerial, the radio pulls in a couple of good stations.  I have a hyperbolic focusing spell, but it isn’t perfect.  The signal strength goes up, but it makes things echo and distorts the sound somewhat. 

    Night fell.  I took my shower.  I realized I was still peckish.  This is mildly disturbing, since I shouldn’t be hungry again so soon, but I think I know what it is.  I expended a great deal of effort and ignored mortal hunger pangs for quite a while.  It’s not necessarily a spirit I need to swallow.  I need a blood bag, straight and neat, please, maybe with a side of vital force.  I don’t absolutely need to kill someone, but that’s the way to bet. 

    Thing is, I still haven’t perfected a way to order out for a bad guy.  I can’t call up the local prison and have them deliver someone from death row.  For one thing, they don’t deliver.  For another, even asking nicely is likely to get me on a list. 

    Things would be so much easier if I was the State executioner.  I can look inside someone and tell if they’re evil or if they’ve simply made a mistake.  Or even if the system has made a mistake in trying to execute the poor slob.  But for the majority of those slated to die, they would go quickly and painlessly and, above all as far as the State is concerned, cheaply.  I think it would be a win-win all the way around. 

    I suppose I could, theoretically, use an eyeball gate to look at people remotely.  I could drift it around town while looking for someone murky enough to merit a closer examination.  Problem is, this takes so much longer.  I can walk down a city street, tendrils spread, and feel my way through a thousand people in the time it takes to visually examine a dozen. 

    So.  Field trip. 

    Bronze took me on a pleasant drive through Iowa City.  I’ve worked hard setting up things so my altar ego’s power base is almost self-expanding.  I deserve to go out for dinner. 

    Fortunately for me, in every time and place I’ve ever been, there were always bad people.  I don’t mean the cranky old man down the street or the kids who won’t stop playing music too loud.  I mean Bad People.  People who want to take everything they can from everyone else, including money, happiness, and even life itself.  Some do it by threatening to cut with a knife.  Others threaten to cut with paperwork. 

    There are, supposedly, seven deadly sins.  I’m guilty of a few of them, myself.  But if I’m going to go to Hell for something, it’s for doing evil on evildoers.  This doesn’t make me a good person and I am well aware of the fact.  This is just the best I can do. 

      

    Bronze drove me back while I relaxed in the seat.  When possible, I try to take my time with my evening meals.  My digestion works better when I take my time.  The impressions I get from the spirit are stronger.  Having eaten Charles Howard, I understood him as a merciless attorney.  He defended those he knew were guilty, hid money from investigators, tied up legal matters to buy time for his clients, and a variety of other things—all for a fee. 

    This got him on my radar, but his habit of using his wife as an unwilling target is what made him tasty.  Since his wife was already unconscious on the floor when I arrived, the mister and I had nothing to distract us from our meeting.  As a result, I knew where he kept his insurance policy and the combination to the safe.  When his wife wakes up, she’ll have to cope with the police report about the fiery wreck of an accident, but should otherwise be fine.  Mr. Howard didn’t keep a lot of insurance, but—after a brief side trip—he did keep a staggering amount of cash on hand.  At least, if one is to judge by the contents of the safe. 

    I also have a better feel for how the legal technicalities work in my Iowa.  When hunting for a residential world, I try to look for a Bill of Rights or similar document.  It’s a handy cheat sheet for keeping out of trouble. 

    I’m still resisting the temptation to work my way through a major university and drink in a higher education.  Maybe I should focus on finding the sadistic bastards of academia and see what they have to offer.  I’m convinced some professors actively hate their students and want to cause them misery. 

    We arrived at the fence and I got out, let Bronze through, and closed it again.  The barbed-wire fence was installed, but I haven’t installed an electric gate, yet. 

    She parked and I went into the house.  I sat down in my recliner again and opened up A Tale of Two Cities.  I barely got from the best of times to the worst of times when my altar ego shot me a thought. 

    Hey.  Fast comment.  Reactor #4.  Go. 

    I closed my book and set it aside.  It’s not like I would have a hard time remembering where I left off. 

      

    Reactor #4 was okay.  The problem was with a rack-assembling robot.  It somehow managed to get itself stuck, partly wedged inside a corner of a rack.  It went into mayday mode and simply sat there, beeping for help.  When I arrived, the rest of the robots were out of rack space and the whole production process was halted. 

    To make matters worse, the shift-box spells delivering components didn’t have an auto-shutoff.  Piles of stuff were in the way, everywhere. 

    I turned it all off and started clearing away the piles. 

    “Hey.  Uncle Dusty.” 

    You called? 

    “You couldn’t have notified me sooner?” 

    I did.  The time differential here is substantially faster, remember. 

    “Damn.  Good point.  I’ll have to go over the error protocols for the robots and the resource-grabbing boxes.” 

    Why not just get a computer, a wifi set, and one of those things you built for Diogenes? 

    “Which thing?  Diogenes had a lot of gadgets.” 

    The one to let me talk with him.  If I can talk to a local computer, I can give the robots instructions, can’t I? 

    I had visions of showing up with a number of magical doodads, several robots, and a laptop.  And leaving.  He could have them assemble components and correct them if they got it wrong.  He could have them assemble racks.  He could have them do whatever he wanted.  All he needed was the supply system.  Raw materials, a 3D printer, shift-box supply units, a couple of spells… 

    You needn’t shout, he remarked.  I’m present in this universe, you know. 

    “Sorry.  I’ve had an exhausting time getting all these things sorted out, and now this whole system has ground to a halt for lack of rack space.  It’ll be a bit before I have it sorted out, but I’m on it.” 

    And I appreciate it. 

    “I’ll also get you a gadget,” I promised, as I finished clearing the way for the stuck rack-robot.  I pulled it loose with a hearty jerk and set it to working again.  “I’ll have to build it, then have you talk to Zeno through it to establish a communications protocol, then download it to other computers…” 

    I know how it works.  I’ll be happy to help. 

    “We’ll get right on it.  Then I’m going back to my vacation.” 

    Seems fair. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Saturday, May 24th, 1952 

      

    I remembered building one of these things with Diogenes.  In principle, it wasn’t hard.  In practice, I soldered bits together, cursed, soldered some more, did a little enchantment, soldered some more, burned a finger, had my altar ego attune an osmium antenna, soldered still more. 

    Finally, he and Zeno could talk to each other.  A couple of micro-gates for the wireless-fidelity transceivers let Zeno set up communications on other computers.  And I got to build more of the divinity-fidelity transceivers, two for each of the reactor worlds.  At least I had a working model to copy. 

    Why two?  Because I don’t want to drop everything to go fix a busted di-fi unit. 

    The expanding dynamo farms are now, officially, Not.  My.  Problem.  And, to make things easier on my altar ego, I’ve got a dynamo plugged in and spinning in the Iowa basement, next to the power turbine.  It should make a quick psychic comment simple and easy if he needs me pronto.  Come to think of it, I should probably get one for Phoebe’s place, too. 

    Okay, vacation days, take two. 

    Recliner?  Check.  Snacks?  Check.  Books?  Check. 

    Bronze is a horse again, chasing around the property with Gus.  Firebrand is in a gas flame.  My cloak is a happy dark thing inside a chest.  The sun is up, I’ve had my morning workout, a shower, and breakfast.  Nobody is trying to disturb me. 

    Let’s see how long this lasts. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Saturday, July 5th, 1952 

      

    Longer than I thought. 

    I didn’t spend the entire time as a hermit, but I tried.  I was about as lazy as it is possible to be.  There were mundane things to handle, such as mail to answer and groceries to collect, as well as a couple of hunting trips.  I also installed switches and an electric gate. 

    The rest of the time, I was in my library.  This time, we brought pretty much everything with us from the previous house, so I organized the books, re-shelved them, and added new ones here and there. 

    I’ve been enjoying my quiet time.  A couple of months of it, in fact.  It’s only been a little over a week for Phoebe and closer to two days in Tauta, but the dynamo farms have had between six months and a year! 

    My altar ego and I think we’ve sorted out the time pattern. 

    With my altar ego doing the observing, it’s easier to start collecting reliable data.  I don’t have to break the cycle to take a reading.  He can look without interfering… we think. 

    Each step has diminishing returns, relative to whatever the head of the chain is.  Why, we don’t know.  The exact level of diminishing returns is also in question, but I’m working on graphing our data points so I can work out equation.  We’re assembling a statistical universe.  Later, we’ll try variations and collect more data.  Eventually, I’ll have a perfect understanding of all the interrelationships between multiple universes and time. 

    And I’ll be a little old vampire who lives down the lane, too.  But it’s a start. 

    I also have questions about how many links I can have in a time-ticker chain, whether or not the number of links has any effect on the ratios, and a dozen other factors.  Frankly, scribbling notes from my altar ego’s observations is about all the effort I’ve been willing to go to recently.  I’ve been on vacation. 

    Sadly, all good things must end.  If I didn’t have a nasty responsibility itch, I could spend all my days and nights in a library.  Oh, sooner or later I’d want to do some experimentation, but for the most part, give me a stack of books and snacks.  I was enjoying putting my feet up, crunching my way through a big pile of munchables, and occasionally playing with Gus. 

    Then my phone rang and Phoebe asked me over.

  


   
    Saturday, April 12th, Phoebe’s World 

      

    I arrived through her shift-booth and rang the doorbell.  She called out from the living room and I headed that way. 

    The place was markedly more tidy than I recalled.  No cardboard takeout boxes, for one thing.  The trash was freshly emptied.  Judging by the lack of dust, someone whipped a cleaning spell through the room, too. 

    I don’t know how regular people with crystal display pieces keep them clean.  I really don’t. 

    Phoebe rose as I entered, hugged me, kissed my cheek, and showed me to a chair.  I settled into the chair and she arranged herself on the horrible leather marshmallow. 

    “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” I asked. 

    “Oh, a few things,” she said, airily.  “I want to take you to the Met.  There’s a production of La Sylphide I want to see and Cameron isn’t available.” 

    “Why not take Jason?” 

    “I’m trying not to be too social with him.  He says he’s an employee and he doesn’t feel comfortable dating his boss’s daughter.  Besides, ballet isn’t his thing.  So, will you come with me?  I’ll take you to dinner, too.” 

    “Firstly, understand I’m always willing to accommodate you.  Second, don’t you have any friends who want to go?” 

    “Not on a Saturday night.  Not this weekend, anyway.  So, you’ll go?” 

    “Unless there’s a good reason, my answer to you is always ‘yes’.” 

    “You’re the best, Pop.” 

    “No, but I try.  What do I wear to the Met?” 

      

    The dress code wasn’t too strict, but it did encourage formal.  My daughter wore a high-necked, floor-length gown in basic black with a slit up the side.  This revealed the lower edge of the leg of a black undergarment, the enchantments of which I approved.  I wore my cloak, done in a stiff-pressed style with extra-wide lapels.  Due to the unusual material, the creases stayed sharp enough to shave with. 

    The performance wasn’t until ten at night, so a shower and transformation were in order.  Phoebe knows not to bother me for anything around those times.  Once I was sorted out, we went out for the evening and Phoebe locked her door. 

    I’ve never been to any version of the Met.  It’s nice.  I like it.  It’s a serious venue for serious performances.  I especially like the subdued lighting and the acoustics. 

    When we arrived, Phoebe waved her phone—her local phone, not her Dad-phone—over a sensor.  It chirped at her and we pushed through a revolving door.  No paper tickets changed hands for us, although there were uniformed usher-types who politely and deferentially accepted paper tickets from some the other guests. 

    “Where are we sitting?” 

    “Balcony, A110 and A112.” 

    “Not next to each other?” 

    She consulted her smartphone for a moment, frowning. 

    “Ah.  According to the seat map, the even numbers are on the…” she paused, half-turning and gesturing.  “They’re stage left, while the odds are stage right.” 

    “Oh.  So, top floor?” 

    “Second from the top.” 

    “The balcony is second from the top?” 

    “Don’t ask me. I didn’t build the thing.  The top gallery is something called ‘The Family Circle.’  I have no idea why.” 

    We had plenty of time, so we walked, taking the stairs.  I’m not overly cautious about elevators, but crowded, elderly elevators where I’m part of the crowd don’t strike me as entirely safe.  I’m two and a half people, maybe three, not the regulation one.  We avoided the potential problem and strolled a bit, looking around the place. 

    Eventually, we found our seats—“A” is for the front row—and I eased into mine.  It was sturdy, which pleased me. 

      

    In some ways, La Sylphide reminds me of Trixie.  It’s more of a love story—well, a story of passion—but it’s still a tragedy.  I’m sure it’s a first-rate ballet.  My personal issues were a bit too prevalent, however, for me to fully appreciate it.  The dancers, on the other hand, I did appreciate.  They reminded me of Rethven elves.  Okay, no, not as graceful.  Admitted.  But by dint of talent, discipline, and practice, their choreographed movements were on par with an elf’s casual grace.  It’s a testament to their talent they can come so close to the effortless smoothness of those bastards. 

    During the intermission, we had a chance to walk about a bit.  I half-sat on the edge of the balcony and looked over the audience.  They were a tightly-packed sea of humanity, for the most part.  There were also plenty of not-humans in the crowd.  Six of them had auras brighter than normal and there were fourteen with auras considerably darker. 

    Fourteen vampires.  That strikes me as a high concentration.  Do vampires like ballet, or something?  Or are these a more social breed of vampires, out for an evening’s entertainment?  Or is the ballet a good place to cruise the crowd for an evening meal?  It might even be a good place to have a negotiation, I suppose.  Nobody wants a vampire fight in the middle of a crowd of humans. 

    There were two sorts of vampire in the crowd.  Most had a shadowy aura, all monochrome, with every shade of grey.  Those were fine.  The one bothering me was the black, empty place.  I’ve seen sucking holes of darkness before—or will, depending.  These are fingers of hungry darkness, given a semblance of life by a Boojum I know, to suck the vital force out of whatever they can reach. 

    I didn’t say anything to Phoebe about any of them.  All the bloodsuckers were behaving themselves, incognito, mingling with the crowd.  I doubted they had anything to do with us, so drawing attention to them would draw their attention, and nobody wants that. 

    When the ballet concluded, we stood up and applauded with the rest.  Once the post-performance plaudits were complete, I sat down again and waited.  Phoebe sat next to me and gave me a quizzical look. 

    “Crowds,” I said, nodding at the herds of humans shuffling toward the exits.  “Give them ten minutes.  I’d rather wait for things to clear than shuffle or shove.” 

    Phoebe nodded knowingly.  I don’t like noisy places, flashing lights, or crowds—and most definitely not all three together.  I could easily have handled being in the crowd, but why should I bother?  We waited for the way to clear.  When we did get up to leave, there were still people roaming around the lobby, but no masses of people in the way. 

    Phoebe recovered her coat from the check station.  For obvious reasons, I didn’t check a coat.  We walked out into a cool April night in New York.  Phoebe steered us away from the line of electric taxis at the curb.  I gave her a questioning look and she smiled a reassurance at me.  I walked with her the two blocks to Central Park.  We entered along West 65th street and bore to the right, along wooded paths. 

    Quite a few people lurked among the trees.  Most were alone and trying to mind their own business.  We passed them by, pretending not to notice.  A pair of young gentlemen were less interested in a quiet evening and more interested in the well-dressed couple out late at night. 

    Muggers in the park.  Of course.  I should have realized.  Phoebe did offer to take me to dinner.  She might not want to kill anyone herself, but she’s pretty accepting of her old man’s peccadillos in the lethality department.  I would not be surprised to find she had researched the most dangerous places nearby. 

    I’m not sure how I feel about that. 

    They were not civilized about their robbery attempt, which I found refreshing.  There was none of the polite dialogue about handing over a wallet, no attempt at witty repartee or intimidation.  It was a simple and straightforward approach.  The two of them walked toward us along the path and tried to blitz us as en passant.  One pulled a knife and tried to grab Phoebe.  The other produced his own knife and tried to stab me in the gut, so I let him.  He thrust home twice in quick succession, and reached for my wrist, presumably to remove my watch.  It was a practiced maneuver.  I could tell because he did it quickly and only afterward realized the impacts of his knife-thrusts didn’t feel right.  My coat-cloak was quite restrained.  It only let the blade through. 

    I calmly took both his hands in mine, one in each, and squeezed until the crunching and squishing noises stopped.  His eyes tried to come out of their sockets.  He didn’t manage to get enough air to scream.  He barely even whimpered.  Then he fainted. 

    I turned to Phoebe and her attacker.  He was on his knees and making aggrieved noises.  His arms were twisted up and behind his head to both bend him forward and to keep him from collapsing.  Phoebe stood behind him, holding two of the fingers on each hand. 

    I put their knives in my coat pocket.  They promptly disappeared forever. 

    “Dinner?” I asked. 

    “That’s up to you, Pop.  If they aren’t up to your standards, we can keep walking.” 

    “Let me check,” I replied, in deference to her sensibilities. 

    Since Phoebe was present, I looked them over carefully.  Look past the outside and immaterial questions of race or ethnicity.  Forget the fact they’re in their twenties and bear signs of gang affiliation.  What are they like as people?  What are they like on the inside?  What do the lights of their lives spell out for those of us with eyes to see and the skills to read? 

    I took a minute or two with each one, draining the life out of them with care.  Yes, there are a number of gangs in New York.  These two were minor drug dealers, almost as an afterthought, a hobby, because their major business was stealing.  Break-ins, smash and grab, carjacking, mugging, and so on. If others were involved, violent crime was acceptable, but they preferred easy pickings.  If no one was around, simply theft.  Why?  Because they wanted the money, of course.  Greed, pure and simple and uncomplicated.  Down under the greed, was that sadism?  Yes, although more for my attacker than the other.  The other had his flickers of sadism, but for him, it was mostly greed with lust as a close second. 

    When I understood them fully and digested all they were, I slit throats.  They lay on the ground, bleeding copiously as their hearts pumped inside the still-living meat.  The blood rushed to me like a lover.  And when the hearts stopped, the blood did not, not until it was completely finished. 

    Two utterly empty bodies disappeared into darkness as I waved a suddenly-long sleeve over them, head to feet, like a magic trick.  My coat returned to normalcy and I straightened my tie.  Phoebe then straightened it for me, correctly, because I apparently don’t know how.  We walked on through the park.  Sadly, no one else volunteered for dinner out. 

    Back at her place, she asked me to wait a moment while she changed.  She emerged from her bedroom in white sweatpants and a light blue hoodie. 

    “Much better,” she decided, flumphing down on the couch. 

    “More comfortable,” I agreed.  “You appear to have something on your mind.” 

    “Sharp eyes, Pop.” 

    “Sharp enough to cut.  What’s up?” 

    “Mostly?  I just wanted a night out with my Pop.  I miss you, now and again.” 

    “It’s mutual.” 

    “Good to know.  Now we’ve had our night out, there’s a business thing, too.” 

    “And a night out might soften up your mean, terrible old man?” 

    She stuck her tongue out at me.  I chuckled. 

    “Well, it worked,” I informed her.  “What sort of business?” 

    “Jason.  I’ve got some issues with him.” 

    “Oh?  Such as?” 

    “I don’t like him.” 

    “Okay.  How does this relate?” 

    “I just don’t like him all that much.  He’s brutal.” 

    “You’re gentle with your targets?” 

    “Pop, when I go off to do my thing, I’m always careful.  I don’t want to kill anybody.  All my opponents wind up twitching or puking or unconscious or some combination.  When we go out, as we did tonight, we may find someone your eyes can see as evil, so when you kill them, I don’t have any qualms about the rightness of it.  Jason, though… he goes into every fight like it’s life or death, preferably someone else’s death, and as many of them as possible.” 

    “Sweetheart, the people in those drug dens are trying to kill you.” 

    “He doesn’t need to be so eager about it.” 

    “You mean he’s actively looking for people to shoot?  Or he’s shooting anyone he sees?” 

    “I’m not sure I understand the difference,” she admitted. 

    “When I go into a house to find a horrible person, I’m looking for someone specific.  I don’t look under the beds and in the closets for anyone hiding.  When someone comes around the corner with a gun, he’s made himself a target.  See what I mean?” 

    “When you do it, you’re looking at who is evil and who isn’t.” 

    “Yes and no.  If someone is actively trying to kill me, I’m defending myself.  Never mind if they can kill me or not.  They’re shooting at me; they’re a target.” 

    “Hmm.” 

    “So let me ask this,” I went on.  “Is Jason hunting for everyone in the house, or is he shooting them before they can shoot him?” 

    Phoebe looked thoughtful and didn’t answer.  I waited while she considered it. 

    “I’m not sure.  I’m usually too busy to pay close attention.  I can’t really say.” 

    “I notice his primary weapon in is a combat shotgun.  He’s using beanbag rounds.  At least, all I saw him use were beanbags.” 

    “Yeah.  We had a talk about that.  He’s using them now,” she emphasized. 

    “I presume he’s got regular ammunition, too, in case he has to blow someone away?” 

    “Pop, I don’t want him to blow anyone away.” 

    “Tell him.” 

    “I did!  He says he’s doing his job!” 

    “I have to admit, it certainly sounds as though he is.” 

    “His job is to kill people indiscriminately?” 

    “You’ve had this talk, or so you say.  He’s not killing them indiscriminately.  He’s subduing the ever-living crap out of them, as per your instructions, with an option to remove major organs if required.  Even so, his job is to help you do what you want to do.  In this case, he’s making sure you both go through a dealer’s den without getting killed.  Anybody in the building—high out of their minds or not—could be someone about to reach for a weapon.  It’s not his fault he’s not bulletproof.” 

    “I thought you bought him all the armor he wanted.” 

    “I did.  What I did not do was enchant for him a bulletproof ninja suit of bullet deflection.” 

    Phoebe started to say something and paused.  I don’t think she considered Jason’s perspective.  At anything beyond point-blank range, she’s darn near bulletproof.  Jason is not.  Her mouth closed with an audible clop sound. 

    “He’s mortal, Phoebe,” I went on.  “He’s fully mortal, I mean.  He’s not a wizard.  He’s not a vampire.  He’s not even a werewolf.  He’s a base-model human.  With extensive training and experience, granted, but human.” 

    “I see,” she said, slowly.  “All right, what if I don’t want him anymore?  As a partner, I mean.  I’ve learned a lot from him, but what if I don’t want him coming along?” 

    I sighed. 

    “Phoebe, you’re a big girl, now.  You can make your own decisions without my advice or approval.  However, I am going to do what I should have done earlier.  I’m going to put my foot down.” 

    “Yes, sir?” 

    “You are not going out to beat up criminals alone.  You will have a partner.  I view the activity as dangerous in that the potential consequences include death and similarly horrible things.  If you don’t want to bring Jason, that’s fine—you can make that choice if it suits you.  But I want you to be aware—and now you are aware—that I will be highly upset with you if you do not have a qualified individual as a partner.” 

    Phoebe fiddled with the drawstrings on her hoodie while she thought. 

    “I don’t have to have Jason?” she confirmed. 

    “You do not.  However, as I said, I insist on a qualified partner.  If you want to put everything on hold so you don’t have to take Jason with you, that’s fine.  If you want to go out tonight—with Jason—I’m okay with that, too.  But no matter how it’s organized, you are not knocking over drug dens by yourself.” 

    “How about Cameron?” 

    “If you try to kick his ass, how long will he last?” 

    “About one second.” 

    “Would you say he’s qualified for this?” 

    “I guess not.  I could train him up, though, couldn’t I?” 

    I did the math.  Cameron learning to be a mixed martial arts master?  It would take at least a year for me to train him up to what I considered minimum competence.  For Phoebe to train him?  Two years?  Not that her standards would be as high as mine. 

    On the other hand, how long would it take just to get him competent to follow Phoebe’s lead through a house?  He wouldn’t need to be too highly trained for something as simple as checking his corners, checking blind spots, and occasionally pumping a shotgun round into someone.  If he had any talent for it, and with intense training, it might take a month.  Assuming he’d go for it.  And assuming he didn’t throw up and quit the first time he had to shoot someone. 

    “You can try,” I told her. 

    “I’ll see what he thinks.”  She hesitated, then added, “Thanks, Pop.” 

    “For what?” 

    “For finding Jason.  I appreciate what you tried to do.  What you’re trying to do, I guess—looking out for me.  I really do.  I just don’t… He’s too casual about it, Pop.  He doesn’t even try not to kill people.  Even when the guy knifed you, tonight, you looked at him, long and hard, before you killed him.  I’m not sure Jason would look.  Or, if he had the power to look and see like you do, if he would care.” 

    “I understand, Punkin.  I’ll have a talk with him and explain how his job description is changing.” 

    “Would you?  Thank you.” 

    “De nada, hija mía.” 

      

    Jason buzzed me into his building and met me at his door.  His sense of décor was different from Phoebe’s, or not as developed.  It was clearly a bachelor pad.  The place was relatively clean, but nothing about it was pretentious or even artful.  The living room was centered around an entertainment center.  A couple of mismatched rugs were held in place by one massive sofa and a recliner.  A couple of prints decorated the walls, all of different sky views—blue sky and clouds, sunsets, the moon, some galaxies and nebulae, those sorts of things.  A fancy piece of all-in-one gym equipment stood next to a treadmill.  Both showed signs of use.  The only thing hanging from them was a towel. 

    The bookshelves weren’t full, but there was no lack.  I wasn’t familiar with several of the titles, but I did recognize Moby Dick, Pride and Prejudice, The Iliad, and Bullfinch’s Mythology.  I was immensely pleased to see The Lord of the Rings.  The titles on other spines gave me the impression of romance novels.  I’m not sure what that says about him. 

    In the kitchen, I saw less in the way of takeout and more in the home-cooking line.  I’m not sure what that says about him, either. 

    Once we were seated in the dining area—a small table, suitable for two, was all the space would allow—he started the conversation. 

    “Phoebe’s not happy with me,” he guessed. 

    “Correct.” 

    “What happens?” he inquired. 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “Do I vanish?  If so, is it a box or a new identity?” 

    “Oh.  No, her lack of liking does not affect our relationship at all.  It merely means your duties will change somewhat.  I despise wasting model employees.” 

    He relaxed.  I’m not sure if he gave any outward sign, but it was night.  He relaxed inside. 

    “What sort of change?” 

    “For starters, she’ll continue to learn from you.  You’ve been on a few of her raids?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Then you know what she needs to learn.” 

    “I’d say so.” 

    “Practice with her.  Train her up.” 

    “That’s it?  I’m her tutor?” 

    “If you’d also like to be her getaway driver, I’m all for it.  As I understand it, she doesn’t appreciate you killing everyone she encounters in these situations.” 

    “I’m just trying to keep her alive.  And I did start using the less-lethal ammo.” 

    “And whether she appreciates this or not, I do,” I agreed.  “Talk it over with her.  Maybe you two can come to an accommodation.” 

    “I’ll do what I can.” 

    “Excellent.”  I stood up and he held out a hand. 

    “Hold on.  Please.” 

    “Yes?” 

    “I have questions.” 

    “Very well.”  I seated myself again.  “What would you like to know?” 

    “Has she told you about the guy?  The hairy guy?” 

    “Yes, she did mention encountering a werewolf.” 

    Jason blinked at me for several seconds while he processed this information. 

    “You’re serious.” 

    “I am.” 

    “You knew about these things?” 

    “Your tone makes me think you’re worried I knowingly sent you into this without warning you about werewolves.  I did not.  I knew they existed, along with any number of other creatures capable of being mistaken for humans.  Such things do exist, but I did not, as your tone implies, task you with protecting Phoebe from werewolves in specific.  If I had, you would have been properly briefed for them and issued silver ammunition.” 

    Jason sat back in his chair and stared at me for several seconds.  He searched my face, trying to gauge what to make of my statement.  Then the penny dropped and he leaned forward again. 

    “Did you just tell me there are other things out there?  Werewolves, yes, I saw one.  What else is there?” 

    “That’s a difficult question.  I don’t know them all.  It’s complicated by the fact there are different species of each type.” 

    “For instance?” 

    “Take vampires,” I began.  “There are several different sorts.  Most of them dislike sunlight.  Some have to lie in the earth of their homeland during the day and appear to be dead.  Others never sleep.  Some are mindless creatures with nothing but predatory instinct.  Others are as sophisticated as you or I.  Some die if you stake them through the heart.  Others find it annoying and somewhat troublesome.  Some need to be burned completely or beheaded to die.  Cataloguing all the variations is a frustrating business.” 

    Jason’s face underwent several changes, ending on an expression of realization. 

    “That’s what you do,” he said.  “Your organization is in charge of monsters.” 

    “Absolutely not,” I said, nodding once.  “There is no such organization.  I’m merely theorizing about the mythology of monsters.” 

    Jason wasn’t slow.  He caught my nod even though my words contradicted it.  I could almost hear him thinking.  Why nod if I was going to verbally disagree?  A visual cue instead of an audible one?  The implication was audio surveillance, not video.  Therefore… 

    “I see.  I may have jumped to a conclusion.  I’m sorry.” 

    “Think nothing of it.  But, while I’ve gone ahead and denied something, don’t keep guessing, hoping to eliminate possibilities and narrow down the truth.  Who I work for is not your concern.  The only thing to concern you is you work for me.  That’s as far as it goes.  Do you understand?” 

    “I can’t tell what I don’t know.  I do have a question on a different topic, though.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “Can I get silver bullets?” 

    “I don’t see why not.  Phoebe has more than enough.” 

    “They’re not shotgun rounds.” 

    “Ah.  Yes, silence is golden and if the bullets are silver.  I’ll have some shot and slug shells sent over.  Twelve-gauge?” 

    “Yes, please.  And I notice Phoebe wears custom-made armor.” 

    “She does.” 

    “It’s not in any catalog of gear I’ve seen.” 

    “Hence the ‘custom-made’ portion of your statement?” 

    “Yeah, I guess.  Any chance I could get me some of that?” 

    “I’m certain it can be arranged.” 

    “And while I’m on the subject of gear…” 

      

    By the time I left Phoebe’s world, I had quite a list of requests.  I sent out a summoning spell for spiders, got them busy in the garage rafters in Iowa, and used a gate to send out for high-tech armor plating.  Then I had to find a lot of ammunition. 

    Jason likes the idea of being a monster hunter.  I can’t say I blame him.  He’s got the right mentality for it.  I suspect I should never tell him the truth about myself, though.  He might not take it well. 

    Once I had things in progress, I checked on Phoebe’s place, found it was still later the same night and she was in bed.  I wrote an invitation on her refrigerator whiteboard and popped back to my own place. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Thursday, July 10th, 1952 

      

    I thought there would be fireworks on July 4th.  I expected them, but I didn’t see any.  Could I have missed them, being inside a closed-up house and far away from population centers?  Not a chance.  Turns out Independence Day isn’t July 4th in this world.  It’s July 10th.  I know this because of the rockets’ red glare. 

    Someone put on one heck of a fireworks display.  I went up onto the roof to watch.  It was south of my house, toward Iowa City. I couldn’t see the lower reaches of the show because of the treeline, but I didn’t mind.  I could see most of it.  With my eyes, that was plenty.  I didn’t even have to dial down my perceptions to enjoy it. 

    The fireworks ended and I hopped down.  I settled into my chair again to work on a couple of sections of thick-woven spider-armor when my phone rang. 

    Never fails.  Get settled and someone wants something. 

    “Hello, Phoebe.” 

    “Hiya, Pop!  I got your note.  What’s up?” 

    “Can you drop by?  I don’t want to have an open call for any longer than I have to.  Time rates.” 

    “On my way!” 

    It was over an hour because her world still had a time-ticker speeding mine along.  I went down to the basement to work on the spider-silk and wait for her.  She came through the closet and downstairs to find me.  She was still dressed in a bathrobe and her hair wrapped in a towel. 

    “I’ve got extra time here?” she asked, as soon as she stepped through. 

    “That’s the differential, yes.” 

    “Okay.  I’ve got a class at ten, so I need to be back in a couple of hours.” 

    “Shouldn’t be a problem.  Let me set a timer.” 

    “Thanks.” 

    I did my maintenance and she waited until I had it sorted.  I sat back from my workbench gate. 

    “All good?” 

    “All good.” 

    “What’s up, Pop?” 

    So I explained about my talk with Jason.  He would happily be an instructor in the finer points of military operations.  Phoebe found this more acceptable. 

    “However,” I added, “he did have some points to ponder regarding the presence of Things Man Was Not Meant To Know.” 

    “Such as?” 

    “He wants better arms and armor.  My impression was he intended to… how shall I put this?  Save the world from monsters.” 

    Phoebe’s expression was skeptical. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yeah, he’s not going to succeed,” I agreed.  “It’s a motive, not necessarily a goal.  Deep down, he’s a crusader.  He’s always been hired by people whose crusade—or at least objectives—he could get behind and adopt.  This?  Monsters lurking among us?  This is something he likes.  It’ll kill him eventually, but I think he knows.” 

    “Seriously?” 

    “Seriously.  He’s hero material.”  I didn’t mention how my quest to find her a sidekick/babysitter had search criteria likely to turn up heroes.  Nor did I mention my personal view of his spirit during the interview.  Who better to sidekick for a fledgling heroine? 

    “His choice, I guess.  I’m not sure all the non-human things need hunting.” 

    “I agree, but if he’s focused mainly on the more violent and predatory types, he should be okay.  Morally, anyway.  I’ll see if I can get him a Boojum detector so he only chases the truly monstrous vampire types.” 

    “Won’t he softly and silently vanish away?” 

    “I’ll explain later.” 

    “What if he figures you out and comes after you?” she persisted. 

    “First, it won’t detect my sort.  Second, he won’t get any more financing.” 

    “A good reason not to,” she agreed.  “Thanks for the update.” 

    “Hold on.  Before you go, I had a thought.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “How are you feeling after our last Ascension Sphere treatment?” 

    “Fine.  Are we doing another one?” 

    “If you feel up to it.” 

    “What am I going to do inside?  Fill a power crystal?” 

    “No, I have a better idea.” 

    We sat down and looked over her armor.  With a good idea of what it was like, we stepped into my headspace and I laid out my standard armor enchantments over the armor as a virtual planning tool.  Phoebe bit her lip. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Phoebe?” 

    “There’s something I don’t understand.” 

    “We’ll figure out it.  Name it.” 

    “Why are the enchantments so simple?” 

    I looked at the diagrams surrounding and permeating the floating virtual armor.  It was a symphony of harmonious interrelation between multiple spells.  I was immensely proud of it. 

    “I’m not sure what you mean,” I confessed. 

    “You’ve only got, what?  Three?  Four?” 

    “Only?” I echoed. 

    “I mean… okay, look.  May I?” she asked, gesturing at the hovering display. 

    “By all means.” 

    She took control of it and moved all my enchantment diagrams aside.  As it turns out, she had quite a few ideas of her own.  Oh, she still had all the usual stuff.  A self-repair function to keep the armor from suffering from long-term wear and tear, as well as keep it sized correctly for a perfect fit—gain a pound, lose a pound, grow an inch, so what?  She reinforced the structural strength of the material with my latest-generation armor spell.  It’s pretty much perfected.  There may be a better way to do it, but it would have to be a radically different method.  There’s also a deflection spell wherever there are joints.  Anywhere the armor bends, the spell tries to divert all incoming objects away, hopefully to miss, but at least toward a rigid armor piece.  This is different from casting an actual deflection spell, since it trades range for force.  It’s like having powerful magnets in those spots, repelling everything. 

    For the most part, that’s all I think of when dealing with armor. 

    Phoebe took it to the next level. 

    A suit of armor is, under normal circumstances, enchanted as a unit.  It may be made up of a hundred individual components, but the suit, as a whole, only requires one enchantment. 

    In this multiplicity of pieces, Phoebe recognized a rich field of possibilities.  The primary suit—the ballistic cloth—held what I think of as the “basic package.”  The cloth was the basis of the armor, the “suit.”  The rest of it, every piece of rigid plating, every buckle, every stud on a belt could have its own enchantments.  Admittedly, coordinating multiple enchanted objects is a different problem from putting multiple enchantments into a single object, but, strictly from an complexity standpoint, it’s much easier. 

    On the downside, this is a hell of a lot of work.  Forty-eleven individual pieces with its own custom-made enchantment?  I can enchant a suit of armor pretty quickly—one day, maybe, for a full-service suit in a high-magic environment.  In a low-magic environment, it’ll take longer.  Enchanting a hundred separate pieces will take a hundred times as long. 

    Making sure they’ll work together is another sort of problem, too.  It’s one thing to have a computer run a dozen programs.  It’s better to have one computer running one program, and use a dozen computers.  But now you have to figure out how to network them so they’ll talk to each other, passing data back and forth. 

    I’m lazy.  I admit it.  I also never saw the need.  Phoebe, on the other hand, looked for any edge she could get. 

    I have spells to fiddle with momentum, inertia, and gravity.  I also have habits on how I use them.  Phoebe doesn’t. 

    So, we have a full-body suit of light armor—what I think of as “ninja armor,” if ninjas wore armor.  And they might, I suppose.  It’s not like I’ve seen any. 

    Anyway, the light armor has the basic enchantments.  It’s magic armor.  Got that covered.  Now for the accessories! 

    Boots.  Belt.  Gauntlets, bracers, helmet, et cetera.  They all talk to the armor and each other because they’re all specialized equipment.  Most of what happens is the absorption, storage, and redistribution of force.  Jump out a window, plummet thirty storeys, land without so much as a fallen arch, walk away.  All that momentum is sucked up and stored, waiting to be used. 

    Want to get back to the thirtieth-storey window?  Aim carefully and trigger the release of the stored force. 

    Broken bones and jellied internal organs?  Why would we have any of those?  It’s only a fall at terminal velocity.  What do you think inertia-damping spells are for?  If all the momentum is stored instead of being left in the wearer, then redistributed evenly throughout when a super-leap is required, it’s harmless.  Tricky, but harmless. 

    Even better, suppose a couple of unpleasant people beat on you with fists, baseball bats, and bricks.  It all hits—and stops.  It doesn’t bounce off.  It’s like hitting a ratcheting spring.  All the force is absorbed and stored and can be redirected.  Shall we punch someone with all the force from half a dozen hits from a baseball bat?  Or shall we throw a brick, investing it with some or all of that force? 

    Baseball, cannonball.  Potayto, potahto. 

    It’s surprisingly versatile.  She can expand the inertial area function to encompass a door, for example, and kick it completely off the hinges—or take the frame with it.  If she prefers, however, she can tighten the focus and punch through the door, wall, or person without bothering the rest of it, like a bullet through a sheet of paper. 

    I suggested an additional function.  Suppose she wants to stop a getaway car?  As it stands, if a car hits her, it simply stops harmlessly—passengers, cargo, and all.  Unfortunately, the car is still running and the wheels are trying to push it forward.  She’ll find herself standing in front of a stopped car, trying to hold it back, while the driver keeps his foot on the floor.  The impact won’t budge her, but afterward it will be the same as if she walked up to the stopped car and tried to hold it back while the driver tried to run her over.  The impact won’t bother her, but the push might. 

    My refinement of her idea was to immediately redirect the force.  If she plants herself and braces for impact, the force she would normally absorb goes right back into whatever contributed it.  The bumper, the grille, the engine block—everything in line with her starts going the opposite direction at exactly the same speed it was going before.  Same velocity, new direction.  The car should crumple like it hit a steel post. 

    Other things?  She has a filter spell for her helmet to avoid complications from tear gas, pepper spray, and drugs aerosolized by gunfire.  She’s included a psychic shield in the helmet, too, in the removable helmet lining.  Since she’s been casting cleaning spells manually after every use, I suggested a constant one.  It can remove acid, blood, and flammable substances before they become a problem.  Also, a variation on my new wound-closure spell to hold shut any tears or penetrations could work on flesh and armor!  Maybe use one for each purpose, just to be safe. 

    I my opinion, though, we needed more visual enhancements on the helmet visor.  Not only should she see in the dark, but she should also get a halo effect around anything alive, with different colors for different types of creatures.  Vampires, faerie, werewolves, angels, and more “normal” living things—more to be added as we encounter them. 

    I wanted something to increase her ability to run from danger, but that’s not happening anytime soon.  It’s complicated.  Difficult.  Tricky.  On the upside, if she needs to leave, she jumps.  To the top of the porch, to the top of the wall, then dash away.  What’s she going to do?  Misjump and smack into a wall, then slam into the ground?  This is how she charges up to leap in the first place! 

    The drawback, of course—and it’s a significant one—is the sheer amount of magical energy involved.  Some of these functions aren’t overly power-intensive, true.  Others, such as the aforementioned momentum storage, take tons of power.  It helps if we convert a little of the momentum into magical force, but it’s a losing proposition.  No matter how we do it, she’s going to need to charge her batteries.  How soon depends on how hard she makes her armor work. 

    We spent some quality father-daughter time in my headspace, drawing designs and debating the relative merits of various functions.  Orichalcum wire as part of the bodysuit would increase the reaction time and throughput on the multiple spells, but it would also be a good electrical conductor.  Maybe a multi-ply suit?  A layer of spider silk on the inside, an insulating layer over it, then a layer of metallic webbing to help connect the magical bits, and an outer layer of ballistic cloth to mount the rigid pieces to?  A thin layer of a non-Newtonian material would be helpful, too.  If it has a shear thickening type of reaction—it acts like a rigid structure around sudden impacts—it would help spread those impacts over a larger area, taking most of the sting out of gunfire. 

    Heck, I might add a layer of that in my underwear.  Even if it only doubles the radius of an impact, it reduces the pressure by a factor of four.  I’ll take it. 

    With so much to run in a low magical environment, we can’t rely on ambient charging.  We need batteries to store all this magical energy.  Small power crystals can be tucked away, here and there—a couple in the helmet, more in the belt, one or two inside each boot and gauntlet—but unless we have a big backpack of some sort, we can’t use a giant crystal.  Where else can we put thumbnail-sized crystals?  Maybe a dozen or so, arrayed under segmented armor?  They could be encased in a protective shell that doubles as spinal armor.  If momentum is absorbed, a baseball bat to the back won’t bother them in the slightest.  As for their magical capacity, all together they’ll have enough charge to last for at least one fight.  They’ll last even longer if she can avoid being hit by a truck. 

    Hmm.  Emergency recharging.  If she doesn’t do anything, the crystals will gradually recharge over time.  In an Earth world, they’ll be ready to go at least once a year.  At home, where she can lie down on a wireless charging platform—i.e., an Ascension Sphere pre-filled by a small electromagical transformer—she can charge up again in an hour or two.  Or she can take it off and store it in a charging chest.  But what if she’s out in the wilds and has no easy way home? 

    Solar conversion is no good.  Even if she had a setup to unfold a huge array of solar screens, all her activities are at night.  On the other hand, she’s also in a city.  There ought to be a way to tap into the power grid.  I promised to think about it. 

    Maybe this is what apprentices are for?  To tell you things you should have thought of?  To provide a new perspective? 

    Phoebe wanted to head straight off to an Ascension Sphere and her enchantment work.  I held her back.  First, we cast every single spell, experimenting with and testing them, alone and in conjunction.  What looks good as a virtual spell in my mental study is usually okay in the real world, but not always.  We tried them out and refined them in the real world, dealing with any glitches before we even started a prototype enchantment.  We don’t want to find out we’ve mistakenly rerouted a hit from a baseball bat directly into an upward thrust.  It does terrible things to one’s balance.  Considering how much power these things would have to handle, we also took care to set up the spells to be as efficient as possible. 

    While we tested the spells, I realized we also needed something to bleed off any unused momentum.  If she doesn’t get home in time to recharge her magical batteries, when the magic runs out, her momentum storage spells will let loose everything they still have stored. 

    Related and maybe worse, what happens if someone cracks a power crystal?  We need GFCI-certified spell safeties.  If someone breaks a power crystal, things can become unpleasant.  Usually it’s just a release of energy.  Sometimes it’s a release of energy with unpredictable side effects.  I’ve never seen it turn someone into a rosebush with singing heads instead of flowers, but it’s possible. 

    My basic power crystal design incorporates a small safety function.  If the crystal breaks, it tries to use all the escaping power to repair the crystal.  This doesn’t help the broken magical matrix, but it uses up a lot of the power in a spell that, by design, doesn’t do much. 

    However, with multiple crystals in the suit and a conductive webwork between them, this was inadequate.  We needed surge suppression so one catastrophic failure in a crystal didn’t overload others, producing a series of catastrophes.  One good thing, though, was a discharging crystal’s energies could be largely recaptured instead of wasted.  The maximum level of charge in the outfit would go down, but the current level of charge would stay about the same. 

    On the other hand, if a crystal overloads because it’s holding too much energy… Hmm.  Yes, we do need to run this through the simulations a few times and then see how a prototype handles it. 

    This is why I sit in my headspace and draw up plans:  So I don’t build a pair of seven-league boots that give the wearer terminal groin strain. 

      

    Once we had the designs sorted out, it was time to rearrange, reconfigure, and reconstruct the basic material and structure of her suit.  The orichalcum mesh was the tricky bit, but I have techniques for manufacturing and shaping the stuff, as well as—when not pressed for it—time. 

    With the physical armor prepared, I dressed for trouble, belted on Firebrand, and set another time-ticker going in my basement, this one aimed at Unicorn World.  It’s a high-magic area and, temporarily, would be running at high speed relative to my world and even higher speed to Phoebe’s.  We shifted over and straight to our workroom-cave.  Nobody occupied it while we were gone, which I appreciated, so I put spells on the openings to discourage Things from bothering us. 

    I considered the cave.  It was an irregular space, not at all comfortable.  The ceiling was too low, the floor too irregular, and the shape had entirely too much wasted space.  If we were going to do this again, I might want to rearrange it. 

    With spells going to comfortablize the cave, I laid out a number of items we brought along for Jason.  Phoebe’s job would be to enchant them while she was inside the Sphere—or as much as she could manage before we had to depressurize the thing.  She turned the armor and the plating over in her hands a few times, thinking. 

    “Pop?” 

    I didn’t look up from the Ascension Sphere preparations. 

    “Yo.” 

    “Why am I doing the enchantments?  Couldn’t you do them?” 

    “Sure.  But you need something to work on in an Ascension Sphere and Jason needs something for monster hunting.  The werewolf made an impression.” 

    “I designed the my enchantments for me.  They aren’t too user-friendly,” she cautioned. 

    “How so?” 

    “I know what I’m doing with them.  I’m a wizard.  I can sense how much of a charge is in a Thousand Hammers spell without setting it off.” 

    “Good point.  I tell you what.  Let me get this set up and we’ll see what we can do about a friendlier user interface.” 

    “Thanks, Pop.” 

    I set up the Ascension Sphere spell but didn’t activate it.  We sat down together on convenient rocky projections.  They were undergoing some shape-changes, so they gradually rearranged themselves to fit us.  It’s a high-magic world, after all.  We went over the practical considerations on making the armor spells more user-friendly.  Or, at least, less user-hostile. 

    Once we had the basics covered, I let her sit in the circle while I powered it up.  She hurried me to increase the charge as quickly as possible.  Given how she handled the early stages last time, I accommodated her until we reached a good working intensity. 

    She worked on Jason’s armor as her prototype.  Once she practiced on the prototype, she would work over her new armor as the production model. 

    I took off my boots and did preliminary work on my own stuff.  I’ll have to get crystals for my belt and baldric, though.  I might even have to get some orichalcum wire and work it into the structure.  I don’t need magical armor in the same way Phoebe does, but some of the functions certainly struck me as useful, especially during the day. 

      

    I finished my work more quickly than Phoebe.  She had more to do and I’ve had more practice, so it’s hardly a surprise.  I kept an eye on the Sphere’s intensity and on her work as she went along, keeping the intensity rising slowly despite the power she was putting into her enchantments.  We got it up to a pretty impressive level before she signaled me to stop.  I did so and she kept working, acclimating to the increased intensity. 

    Boss. 

    What? 

    Company. 

    I glanced around.  There was nobody in the cave itself, but three pairs of eyes glowed yellow in the darkness beyond our spell wards.  One set blinked. 

    To human eyes there would be nothing but a gleam, but I left my world at night and was at no point willing to go through a sudden and debilitating dayshift.  Ticking Unicorn World along until dark was by far the quicker, easier, more seductive option.  I was on the dark side of the world and likely to stay that way for hours, yet. 

    In the supposed darkness, three small men—or, rather, males, since they were more gnomes than men—crouched among the rocks, observing us.  They were hard to see entirely, being about a foot tall and half-hidden behind irregularities of stone. 

    My eyes see things beyond the physical form, and I know the faerie when I see them.  These had unfamiliar details in their internal color and pattern, quite different from Trixie or any of the others I recalled from my time at Applewood, but the basics were the same. 

    I smiled politely by not showing any teeth.  I also waved in as friendly a fashion as I knew how.  Once having done so, I immediately looked away.  I did the polite thing.  I acknowledged them and made it clear I wasn’t staring at them or trying too hard to see them.  Most faerie folk don’t like being observed. 

    Stretching my ears a bit and tuning out Phoebe’s power-chanting, I could easily hear their whispers.  I didn’t have a translation spell running, so I couldn’t tell what they were saying. 

    Firebrand? 

    I’m not sure what they’re actually saying.  Faerie folk don’t scan right.  They’re flustered, but curious.  They don’t want to touch your ward. 

    Smart. 

    Since Phoebe was working steadily, I moved over to the narrowest section, where I put one of the wards.  I sat down at the edge, facing sideways, so they were on my right and Phoebe was on my left.  If they wanted to talk, they could do so without touching anything unpleasant. 

    It pays to be polite to a fairy.  They can be extremely unpleasant if provoked.  A bunch of Nazi paratroopers once pissed off a pixie.  It didn’t end well for the pixie, but it ended horribly for the troopers. 

    One of the little fellows approached within three feet or so and paused.  He cleared his throat. 

    “Well-met,” I offered.  “Shall we introduce ourselves?” 

    He paused for a moment and muttered something to his companions.  They urged him on.  He tried speaking to me, but I didn’t understand a word.  His voice wasn’t the high, childlike thing I would have expected from someone of his stature.  It was deep, gravelly, fit for a big, big man with a three-pack-a-day habit over the last thirty years.  I don’t know how it worked, but it seemed to suit him, somehow. 

    I smiled at him without making eye contact and touched my ear and mouth, shaking my head.  His expression, behind the bushy grey beard, became perplexed. 

    Eventually, I held up a hand to beg a moment’s wait.  I went through fairly elaborate gestures, mostly to make it clear I was casting a spell.  He stepped back a bit out of caution.  Once I wore my translation spell, I clasped my hands. 

    “Now I speak all the tongues of men,” I told him.  “Do you speak one of them?” 

    “We once taught men our tongue,” he replied, “so yes, I suppose I do.” 

    “I am pleased.  I am further pleased to make your acquaintance.  I am called Halar.  May I ask what I should call you?” 

    “I am Krankle.  These are Bixi and Smiggles.” 

    “It is my honor to meet you.” 

    “The honor is ours,” they replied, in unison.  Krankle went on, “Our caverns are peopled by many creatures of earth and air and water, but seldom do we see one of fire and darkness, and rarer still in the company of a witch.” 

    “Have we intruded?  If so, I apologize.” 

    “Were there cause for an apology, I would accept it,” he assured me. 

    “I am reassured.  How may I be of service to you?” 

    “We have no such desires, lord, only an abundance of caution.” 

    “Caution?” 

    “Ye’ve come now twice with yon witch, and the workings wrought have been mighty.  We have no wish to interfere with such workings.  Meaning no disrespect to thy skills, nor to hers, but we fear the powers now among us.  So we come and make ourselves known, thus to ask for what mercy we might.” 

    “Mercy you shall have,” I assured him, “and kindness besides, for I have been a friend to creatures of faerie and shall be again.  What will set your minds at ease?  Or, rather, tell me what makes you hope for mercy.” 

    “’Tis the powers summoned here we fear, lord.  We of the fair realm know it, smell it, feel it in the air and stone.” 

    “I apologize for bringing such powers into your home.  My intent was only to find a well-protected place.  It did not occur to me anyone might be in danger, for I did not know you were here.  Gentles, do not reprehend.  If you pardon, we will mend.”  Trixie always found it pleasing when I rhymed things.  I figured it couldn’t hurt here. 

    He snatched his leathery cap from his head and held it in both hands. 

    “We have no wish to offend, and are mightily put out at having to speak ill of thy witch.” 

    “Then we are both displeased at how we have offended each other, for I intended neither harm nor fright to you and yours.  Shall we each make amends, forgive each other, and be friends?” 

    “Yea, so we shall.” 

    “And so it is.  Tell me more of how I may make amends.” 

    “Shall ye be willing to be guided?  We can show ye a place where thy magics will be as strange as dirt among the rocks.” 

    “In the interests of avoiding any misstep with others, I agree to be guided by you in this.  Find me a place where we may work in peace—peace for ourselves and peace for all others—and we shall go there, with apologies for the inconvenience and thanks for the hospitality.  If,” I added, “it pleases you to wait until my witch completes her work.  It does not do to interrupt a witch.” 

    “Indeed,” he agreed, looking past me at the Sphere.  I don’t know how faerie creatures perceive magic, but he obviously respected the level of forces involved. 

    “I shall return after the sunrise,” he promised, “if such be a propitious moment?” 

    “I believe so.” 

    Krankle bowed.  The other two, Bixi and Smiggles, took their cue from him and bowed as well.  The three of them stepped back.  As they did so, they vanished downward into the rock, like men stepping backwards off the edge of a swimming pool, without so much as a ripple. 

    That’s one hell of a good trick. 

      

     Phoebe was nearly finished with her work.  The armor was easy enough, but the spells on the other components took more time to enchant, even in an Ascension Sphere.  It wasn’t the intensity of the power available, it was her ability to channel it that mattered.  Your house may be connected to a nuclear power station, but only so much power can come out of your wall socket before the wiring melts. 

    I sat next to the Sphere, watching her.  Perspiration dotted her brow and her eyes were narrowed in tight focus.  I didn’t like the way she was struggling to finish, but I kept quiet.  Interrupting her would only start an argument about how she was almost done and, in result, take longer.  I cut down on the Sphere’s intake and kept my hand on the dump valve. 

    When she finished, she laid down the last gauntlet and I started grounding out the energy, slowly, while Phoebe dabbed at her forehead with a cloth. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yes, Punkin?” 

    “I… I’m feeling kinda warm.” 

    “I know.  I stopped the intake when I saw you were almost done.  Now I’m starting the bleed valve.  You should feel cooler in a second.” 

    She nodded and closed her eyes, sitting straight and breathing deeply as perspiration formed fresh beads on her forehead.  The power she’d had coursing through her was many times more than any naturally-occurring phenomenon short of an open nexus. 

    As the charge drained away, Phoebe gradually relaxed.  Once the charge in the Sphere was gone, she arched, stretched, and let out a huge sigh. 

    “It’s harder than it looks,” she told me. 

    “Yes, it is.  Now, conjure us a light spell.  A small one.” 

    She flickered a candle-flame into existence and I had her concentrate on it, raising it to about a forty-watt bulb.  It took up station over her head. 

    “Anything else?” 

    “No, just keep hold of it and maintain it.” 

    “Sure, Pop.  Why?” 

    “I don’t want you to go from ultimate effort to zero effort.  Physically, it’s bad for you.  I’m not completely certain about needing a magical cool-down period, but it would seem wise to avoid risking it.  It may be more like surfacing too quickly after a deep dive.” 

    “Fair enough.  Who were you talking to earlier?” 

    “Gnomes.” 

    “Gnomes?” 

    “Gnomes.  I would have made introductions, but you were busy and they didn’t insist.” 

    “Also fair,” she decided.  “Are we going, now?” 

    “Unless you want to rest here.” 

    “I could have a nap,” she agreed.  “It’s probably a good idea.  I’d rather not show up to class all wrung out.” 

    “Feel free.” 

    “How long do I have?” 

    “A day or two, at least.  Recovering here shouldn’t be a problem, but I expect a gnome to show up after sunrise.  I’ll wake you when he gets here if you don’t wake sooner.” 

    She looked around the cave floor.  It was mostly level by now, but a slab of rock is not terribly inviting as a sleeping surface.  Having rested on a variety of unconventional surfaces, I know.  I spread my cloak and it did an excellent imitation of an air mattress.  She sighed as she settled onto it.  I sat nearby and double-checked her enchantment work. 

      

    Dawn rolled around and I did my best to not disturb Phoebe, but morning breath has nothing on me.  She stirred and stretched as my transformation ran its course. 

    “Morning.” 

    “Morning,” I agreed.  “I’m glad you’re awake.” 

    “Was I asleep long?” 

    “No, but we have company.”  I nodded toward the same opening I’d used before.  “Feeling presentable?” 

    “Close enough.” 

    We moved over to the narrow section and seated ourselves. 

    “Krankle, this is my daughter, Morgana.” 

    Morgana? Phoebe mind-asked. 

    Your correct name is not something to bandy about, especially among the faerie kind.  “Krankle” is probably not his real name, just his casual name.  No one can conjure with it. 

    Does that apply to us?  Our names, I mean? 

    Want to find out? 

    No, thank you very much.  I can be Morgana. 

    “A pleasure to meet you, Krankle,” she said, aloud. 

    “The honor is mine, m’lady witch,” he assured her, and bowed. 

    “Where are Bixi and Smiggles?” I asked. 

    “It is my honor that I shall be thy guide.  Will we set forth?” 

    “I think we will.  A moment, if you would, while we gather our things.” 

    “I await your pleasure.” 

    We collected our new equipment and I dismissed the wards on the cave.  My cloak was already shrinking down from air mattress to cloak again, albeit slowly.  I could wear it well enough while it finished.  Phoebe wore her new armor, rather than carry it.  We divided the components of Jason’s equipment. 

    Krankle led us through the caverns, heading, it seemed to me, deeper into the ground.  Faerie-folk will lie if it suits them, but it depends, mostly, on what sort of faerie-folk they are.  Trixie, for example, didn’t know how to lie, but her perspective was different.  She always believed what she said.  It might not agree with what I thought was the truth, but she didn’t lie, as such.  Others are incapable of lying.  And a few will say anything short of swearing an oath if it seems likely you’ll wind up feeding them. 

    As for gnomes, everything I ever heard about earth-sprites leaned in one of two directions.  They were either helpful little guys who would, if asked nicely, show you to fabulous underground riches, or they were vengeful bastards who would bring a whole mountain down on you.  Since we were presently uncrushed—possibly due to my tact—I felt confident these were the former sort. 

    We came to an open cavern where a shallow stream ran through a water-carved channel in the smooth-ish floor.  We splashed through—Krankle with some difficulty—and headed down through a maze of twisty passages, all alike, but wide and tall enough to walk easily.  We had light, so there was no chance of being eaten by a grue. 

    Light shone ahead, which confused both Phoebe and I.  We kept going down.  And there was daylight?  And some sort of rushing noise.  Wind? 

    The caves ended in a sizable crack.  We walked out onto a wide ledge, high up a mountain.  To one side, the ledge ran away along a cliff face, gradually ascending.  To the other, there was a torrent of water turning to mist on its way down.  Tendrils of vapor and spray flicked our direction on the occasional gust, along with a scent of both flowers and something rotting under a log.  I tested the footing.  The ledge was wide and gritty, not slick. 

    It took me a minute to process what I was seeing. 

    At first blush, it looked like a painting, not a place.  The sun was off to my left, blazing yellow-white in a cloudless sky of intense blue.  It was about fifteen degrees above the horizon.  The horizon was irregular, obscured by trees and hills.  From the view, I guessed we might be a thousand feet up. 

    Off to my right, a new moon hung dark in the night sky.  Stars glittered like harsh diamonds around it.  It, too, was about fifteen degrees high. 

    In the far distance, parked neatly on the dividing line between light and dark, was a palace of glass and mirrors.  To my left, it was bright as gemstones and shone in all the colors of the rainbow.  To my right, it was dark as obsidian and jet, but gleamed in the starlight like an underground sea. 

    All around this palace, there was a variety of biomes.  Dominating my left, forests, meadows, plains, hills, all green and lovely and festooned with flowers.  The other side was either tumbled stone and jagged rock, or thick jungle full of twisted trees and climbing vines, all stretching out into the distance.  It looked like the day-night terminator of a planet, but with a whole world jammed together on either side, not just an accident of lighting. 

    Above everything, little figures flitted.  Some I recognized as pixies and related creatures.  Others were less identifiable. 

    “Krankle?” 

    “Lord?” 

    “I sense a change in the magic of the world.” 

    “Aye?” 

    “This isn’t the same world as the one we were in a while ago, is it?” 

    “Nay, lord, for we have walked between them.” 

    “I’m glad we cleared that up.  Where the hell are we?” 

    “Cloudcap Mountain, lord.  In the distant yonder stands the Castle of Glass, although it be but a bright spark.” 

    “I see it.  Light and mirrors on one side, dark and rocky on the other?  That one?” 

    Krankle’s expression was full of wonder. 

    “Aye, that it is, but rare are the eyes to see it so from here, and thrice-rarer still to see both sides as one.” 

    “Pop has sharp eyes,” Phoebe stated. 

    “And so I do admit,” Krankle replied, still sounding amazed.  “So, yonder, the Castle of Glass.  More near at hand, below, stand the Dolmen of Crego.” 

    I advanced a half-step to the edge and peered cautiously over.  At the foot of the falls, off slightly to our side, the left, there was a circle of standing stones. 

    “Yes, I see,” I agreed.  “About this Castle of Glass,” I continued, retreating slightly from the edge.  “What is it?  Why is it?  Who lives there?” 

    “It is the heart and home of faerie, lord, where the deepest magics were wrought.  It is the home of the Courts, where light and dark meet and are matched.” 

    “And I’m sure I’m meant to understand that,” I sighed.  “Why are we here, again?” 

    “Thy workings are of great power,” he reminded me.  “Such as I and my kin, we know not of these greater powers.  The great ones, yonder, will give ye welcome as they might.  Thy magics, cast in this land, may do so little as to ne’er attract their notice, but they are more fit to judge what dangers ye and yours may pose.  Fair journey, lord!” 

    “Hey—!” 

    Krankle stepped backward into the rock face and was gone. 

    Muttering about faerie reliability and nasty tricksy gnomeses, I nevertheless took in the view.  Phoebe certainly liked it.  I did, too, but I also did a little analysis of the place.  I’m more jaded than she is. 

    We were high up on a cliff, somewhat to the left of the light-vs-dark dividing line.  The light from the sun didn’t seem to penetrate much farther than the world’s misty, shadowy border.  Whether or not something could see the sun from the black jungle or the dark rocks, I wasn’t sure. 

    At the moment, and on this side of the line, I was in daylight, and so mortal.  Would a transformation simply involve walking back and forth across the dividing line?  Would it kill me to try it?  Did I even want to? 

    Yes, the world was a different world.  The magical tone was entirely changed.  I got Phoebe’s attention and warned her against any outbursts. 

    “Strong emotional reactions may have unforeseen repercussions,” I pointed out. 

    “Oh?  Why?” 

    “The magic is unstable.  It’s intense and I can see it fluctuating, like ripples, or like weather.  I’ve never seen it before.  You’re a magically-operative person.  It might react to your emotions, almost like a reflex.” 

    “I get it.  I’ll be careful.  I do have another question, Pop.” 

    “Hmm?” 

    “I was too tired last night, and this morning I didn’t want to ask in front of Krankle.  Why did we have to come here?” 

    “Oh, the Ascension Sphere made them nervous.  It’s kind of like finding out your new neighbors are manufacturing explosives and attracting not only official government notice but also terrorists.  Krankle and company were kind enough to ask us to move the operation to someone else’s yard, sort of.” 

    “Because they knew we had a couple tons of explosives, or because it’s the polite thing to do?” 

    “A little of both, probably.  If someone has a couple of tons of explosives on hand, shouldn’t you be polite to them?” 

    “You make an excellent point.” 

    “Besides, one should always try to be polite to faerie creatures.  They can be sticklers for it.” 

    “Duly noted.  Are we going to visit this place and find somewhere to set up shop for another Ascension Sphere?” 

    “Not today.  I’d rather visit the place later, after I’ve had time to scry on it.  I’m not sure I’m comfortable with the slippery feel of the local magical field.” 

    “Hmm.  So, no Ascension Sphere here?” 

    “Depends on if I can stabilize it.  The place does bear closer examination.” 

    “Fair.  Can you drop me off at my place, now?” 

    “In a minute.  Something Krankle said makes me want to check something.  Come along.” 

    We headed back into the crack in the cliff, retracing our steps. 

    “What’s up, Pop?” 

    “Krankle mentioned we switched worlds, but we didn’t go through a gate.” 

    “Are you sure?” 

    “I would have noticed,” I stated, positively.  Phoebe looked thoughtful. 

    “Faerie magic?” 

    “Maybe.  I think I would have noticed that, too, but I’m not sure.  That’s why I want to look.  Keep your senses sharp and tell me if you notice anything I don’t.” 

    “Like that’s going to happen.” 

    “You’re sharper than you know, kiddo.  Come on.” 

    We worked our way back the way we came.  Phoebe and I both paused when we came to the cavern with the stream. 

    “Pop?  Can you feel something?” 

    “Yes.  I’m not sure what it is.” 

    “Oh, I feel so much better.” 

    “Sarcasm does not become you, daughter.” 

    “Who do you think I learned it from?” 

    “Firebrand.” 

    “Okay, that’s fair,” she agreed.  Firebrand didn’t disagree.  “What’s up with the room?” 

    “I think I don’t know what I think, yet.  Stay here and watch while I go look.” 

    “I can do that.” 

    I entered the cavern again, examining it intently.  There was no sharp definition of where the strange feeling started or ended.  It was subtle, like a half-heard sound or an elusive odor.  I was alert for it, looking for it, so I noticed it this time.  It grew stronger as I approached the stream, weakened as I drew back. 

    “It’s centered on the stream?” Phoebe asked, after I reported. 

    “Seems to be.  I’m going to cross it.” 

    “Be careful.” 

    I splashed across and stood on the far side. 

    “Yes, it seems to diminish as I move away on this side, too.” 

    “What’s the deal?” 

    “Damned if I know.  Somehow, we walked among the worlds.  Clearly, I’m not stepping across the stream and vanishing, so it’s not like a gate.” 

    “Check the time in New York, Pop.  We may still have a while.” 

    I did as asked.  Phoebe nodded. 

    “If you don’t take more than an hour or two, I can probably make class.  Although,” she added, thoughtfully, “depending on what this is, it might be more educational.” 

    “While I dislike the idea of you skipping classes, I agree with your assessment.  You sit on that side of the stream, I’ll sit here, and we’ll see what we can find out.” 

    And we did.  It took a while and a lot of testing.  I did the gate-related work, Phoebe tackled the magical aspects of the room.  We sorted out our data, made some guesses—in science, we call those “hypotheses”—and performed more tests. 

    The results?  The cave existed in two worlds at once. 

    I am reminded of an occasion when I tried using a small cave as a shift-coordinate from one Earth to another.  The theory was sound, but my timing was awful.  Nevertheless, this cave, for whatever reason, was in two worlds at the same time.  In the larger, multispatial geometry of alternate realities, it was a point of overlap.  Going one direction, you left into the world of the glass castle.  Going the other, you left toward Unicorn World. 

    Why?  Good question.  I’m still not a hundred percent sure how or why the voidworlds exist at all and I’ve been thinking about them for longer. 

    “Pop?  What do we do now?” 

    “I’m not sure we do anything.  We’ve examined it and understand how it works—not why it works, nor why it’s here, but we’ve got a grip on the properties and the basics of the effect.” 

    “Yeah, but is it useful?” 

    “For people who don’t use gate spells?  Probably.  It might even be useful, later, if I want to try and overlap two shift-spaces.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “Right now, the shift-closet in your apartment switches spaces with the one in Iowa.  There’s some fancy shuffling to avoid having them temporarily phase through each other, but they essentially switch places.  It might be possible to rig it up so we open the door of each closet and simply look through.” 

    “Wouldn’t that involve…” she trailed off, trying to visualize it.  She’s a smart kid, but she doesn’t have my experience at visualizing multiple dimensions.  “You’d have to move the universes, wouldn’t you?  To make them touch?” 

    “That’s a good question.  I’ll answer it when I find out.” 

    “Maybe by experimenting with some other shift-booth setup, please?” 

    “Of course.  Now, let’s get you back to your place.  You might still make class.” 

    “Sure.”  We hefted various gear and trotted off. 

    “Oh!” I exclaimed, remembering.  “I’ll have to visit Jason.  He’ll need practice to get the hang of his new equipment.” 

    “How I wish I had time to hang around and see it!” 

    “Why?” 

    “Remember when I was jumping down flights of stairs?” 

    “You mentioned it.” 

    “I was testing boots.” 

    “Ah.  So, he’s likely to need a supervisor and medic?” 

    “Probably.” 

    “I’ll take him to my Secret Testing Facility and let him jump around for a while—with a time differential.  I have things I expect to do, soon.” 

    “‘Soon’ is a relative term, Pop.” 

    “And less relative for some people than others.  Come on.” 

      

    Phoebe dashed off to class while I had Zeno place a call.  Jason was eager to try the gadgets, thinking of them as exotic technology.  It hadn’t yet occurred to him to ask the next questions.  If werewolves are a thing, how do they work?  Are they mutants?  Are they magic?  And so on.  This suited me.  He might not be Phoebe’s sidekick, as such, but he is Phoebe’s ally and partner.  She can answer his questions. 

    Anticipating the need for recuperation time, Bronze and I took him on a drive out to the countryside.  We parked inside a barn, shifted, and stepped out through the back into one of my altar ego’s reactor worlds.  We might need all the time differential we could get. 

    He got dressed and so did I.  I wore my armor because the accessories go with the suit.  He didn’t say anything about it.  I could tell he wanted to ask, but he kept his lip zipped and soldiered on. 

    We started with the basic briefing and a comparatively low setting on all the armor functions.  Together, we jumped, punched, kicked, and whooped for quite a while, getting a feel for how it all worked.  I needed the practice as much as he did.  I understood the principles of the devices, but I understand the principles of riding a bicycle, too.  Understanding without experience is the basis for a well-informed crash. 

    Once we sorted out the details of how to not break ourselves with the new toys, he spent an afternoon recuperating.  I’m harder to damage, but I appreciated a little recovery time, myself.  We started slowly dialing up to the maximum effect of the systems. 

    Yes, suitably charged up, Phoebe should be able to leap tall buildings in a single bound.  The Chrysler building.  Empire State.  Detroit’s Renaissance Center.  You know, typical skyscrapers.  I’m more a jumper of medium-tall buildings with favorable winds.  Twenty, thirty storeys, maybe.  I have a lot more mass to propel.  The momentum storage isn’t really the issue.  It’s releasing enough of it at once without overloading the enchantments.  They’ll get better with time. 

    We also had fun uprooting trees.  Due to the effects of the momentum-transfer enchantment, hitting something didn’t necessarily cause it to shatter.  It simply acquired a new vector.  Trees were affected as though hit by a hurricane.  They didn’t appreciate it. 

    Using a different setting, we also punched bits off of and sometimes punched completely through trees.   Cracking one in two wasn’t impossible, but it required a little artfulness and almost the entire charge.  There are still problems with this application, though.  A lot of the power transfer has to be devoted to keeping one’s hand intact.  It’s not an efficient use of the energy, but it has its uses.  I’ll improve the design in the next iteration of prototypes. 

    We spent a couple of days camping out and getting good with our new equipment.  I felt we had the hang of it in one day, but he was thorough about understanding what it could do, pushing the limits, and becoming not only briefed on the equipment but confident with it.  I liked that, so we kept at it. 

    “I’m still concerned about landing from a height,” he confessed.  “What if I fall off something?” 

    “Tuck?” 

    “You’re not funny.” 

    “In certain circles, I’m hilarious.” 

    “What sort of circles?” 

    “Vicious ones.  Look, this is the best that can be made,” I told him.  “It’s the beta version, true, but I’ll see you get the upgrades as soon as we have some.  Fair?” 

    “More than fair.  And my guns and ammo?” 

    “Should be delivered tomorrow.” 

    “Speaking of equipment, I’d like additional armaments for werewolf hunting.” 

    “Make a list,” I told him, “and include why you want it.  I may have something better-suited to the task.” 

    “Right away.” 

    “Anything else?” 

    “I don’t know enough,” he admitted.  “If I’m hunting werewolves, what else do I need?” 

    “I have no idea.  But everything you discover, write it up and e-mail it to this address.”  I handed him a card with one of Zeno’s e-mail accounts. 

    “Roger that.”  He memorized the address and handed it back to me. 

    I’m liking him more and more. 

    We returned on the same day we departed, which he didn’t realize immediately.  It saved me from a bunch of awkward questions.  Let him wonder.  As we drove into the city, we did discuss werewolf-hunting theories, though.  Full moons, tracking by scent, possible loners versus packs, and so on.  I could tell he looked forward to the challenge of the hunt. 

    I wished him luck. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Monday, August 4th, 1952 

      

    Tauta is inching along the timeline.  Or I’m sprinting along it.  Regardless, we’re maintaining sequentially faster ratios along all three steps of time-tickers.  The reactor worlds are the fast ones and require minimal help from me.  Phoebe’s world is the most variable, being closest to the head of the chain, but even there it’s been over two weeks.  Tauta is just now coming up on our one-week target date. 

    I think the chain of time-tickers is acting like incremental anchors, stabilizing the variables.  I’m still working on the math.  Maybe I should add extras to the chain to get a greater experimental set.  Later. 

    Here in Iowa, I have a divinity dynamo spinning in the basement so it’s easy for my altar ego and I to talk.  No sand table required.  We’ve discussed several miraculous ideas and what we hope to accomplish. 

    There were a lot of false starts. 

    “So, as I see it,” I began, “picture this.  I’ll summon up a storm.  I’ll start it far off, out at sea, so by the time it’s rolling over the Empire, it’s a perfectly normal storm.” 

    Like magically kicking a boulder down a hill.  The spell started it going, but both rock and hill are mundane. 

    “Exactly.  Now, dark skies, massive cloud cover, maybe a driving rain.  Hard to tell in advance exactly how it’ll play out if I’m not actively working it.  Then, the clouds part and a shaft of sunlight lances down to spotlight the Temple of whatever city we’re working on.  A sky-voice speaks with the voice of thunder, warning everyone not to deny the gods.  How’s that sound?” 

    Have you been watching “The Ten Commandments”? 

    “No.  Why?” 

    Forget I asked.  Look, I’d love to do that and I’m totally capable of it.  Once.  Maybe twice.  A burning bush is easy.  A few photons around any handy hedge and you have a bush that burns without being consumed.  No sweat.  Parting two miles of clouds to get a solar spotlight and manipulating thunder to sound like a voice—a comprehensible voice—is another story. 

    “Why is that?  I mean, I can get you a storm without much magical outlay.” 

    You tweak weather. 

    “I beg your pardon?” 

    You tweak it, not control it.  How to describe… ah.  Okay.  Here’s the thing.  You know how warm ocean water helps hurricanes, right? 

    “I know it does, but not exactly how.” 

    Good enough.  Your weather spells are… Hmm.  Hang on, I may need to think about this a second. 

    “Take your time.” 

    He did.  Eventually he started again. 

    All right.  Your usual method of spell work is to directly affect forces you perceive or visualize, right? 

    “Right.” 

    Fairly often, you influence such forces to produce more potent effects.  For example, you take advantage of sunlight.  You don’t have a lot of magic in Iowa—we are in Iowa, right? 

    “Yeah.” 

    All your Earths blend together.  Anyway, Iowa isn’t exactly a hotbed of magicians, sorcerers, and witches.  So you need more magical power.  You’ve got gobs of sunlight, though, so you manipulate that force to produce the force you want. 

    “It’s like burning things to produce steam and then electricity.  Thermal energy doesn’t spin the washing machine, so I burn fuel to produce electrical energy.” 

    Exactly.  In similar vein, you can do similar effects.  Take a gate, for instance.  Bronze needs fuel, so you open up a small, brute-force gate to the bottom of an enormous storage tank.  The pressure blows fuel through at high pressure.  Problem solved.  Or the future former fusion plant!  I almost forgot about that.  Same gate—actually an even smaller gate—and you’re funneling an enormous amount of energy through it.  You’re using magical effects to tap into existing sources of power so you don’t have to produce the power yourself. 

    “Okay, I’m following.  Your point?” 

    Your weather magic is similar, but you don’t do it consciously. 

    “How do you mean?  You’re not talking about the spells themselves, I know.  I consciously choose to cast them.  I consciously choose what I want the weather to do.  What do I do not-consciously?” 

    Remember I was talking about warm water and hurricanes?  Well, if you want a storm, you need a pressure differential.  A high-pressure zone and a low-pressure zone.  A high-pressure zone is usually warmer than a low-pressure zone.  And don’t say it!  I know pressure and temperature aren’t always related in weather patterns, but I’m pontificating.  Don’t interrupt. 

    “My apologies.  Do continue.” 

    So if we have warm high pressure and cold low pressure systems, for example… no, you’ve made me lose my train of thought. 

    Okay, here.  If you were to scatter a few micrograms of something exotic—beryllium, for example—through a few cubic miles of atmosphere and turn it directly into energy, you’d instantly have a warm, high-pressure zone. 

    “Hold it!  Are you saying my weather magic irradiates vast tracts of land!?” 

    No, I’m using it as an example. 

    “Don’t do that to me!” 

    Sorry.  Need a minute? 

    “No.  Go on with the explanation.” 

    All right.  That’s one example of how you could use other forces to accomplish your goal.  You don’t do it that way, but it’s a possible example. 

    “My spells aren’t actually heating up a warm front.  That’s what you’re saying.” 

    Exactly. You’re using magic to manipulate forces, but you’re unleashing them with magic.  You’re moving existing forces around, not creating a whole weather pattern out of nothing.  See the difference? 

    “I think so, yes.” 

    Your weather spells are a mystery to me—I’m not a god of weather.  I can watch it and appreciate it, but I don’t understand it.  Somewhere in your chaos-imbued head, there’s a part of you I didn’t get.  Or maybe I couldn’t keep, it being chaos.  I don’t know.  I think what you do is a lot like the butterfly flap thing.  You know where the butterfly flaps its wings in South America and India gets a monsoon? 

    “I’m not sure that’s the usual geography, but I know the metaphor.” 

    Starting with the weather you want, somewhere in your head, you can work backward to a bunch of things coming together to create a synergy.  If the very first inciting incident in the chain is the butterfly, and the end result is the storm, some part of your mage-brain works backward from the storm to the butterfly.  Not all the way to the butterfly or you wouldn’t need all the power you use, but pretty far back.  You don’t use anywhere near the magical power you should require to generate a tornado, for instance.  The majority is involved in steering it.  Generating them is almost incidental. 

    “You know, I’ve wondered about this before.  Even when I was a young wizard in my breakthrough phase, I shouldn’t have been able to do some of the weather things I did.  I’m still impressed I could ever do the focused tornado trick.” 

    You’ve studied gates forever, but your real talent is weather magic. 

    “So I gather.  You think it’s a function of the chaos in my blood?” 

    I have no idea.  It might be the chaos mathematics in your head or the chaos energy in your blood or a combination of them or just a weird magical talent no one can explain.  Or all of it taken together. 

    “If I’d known sooner, I’d have moved to Iowa in the first place.” 

    Say what? 

    “I could make a living selling rain.” 

    Move to Seattle and sell sunshine. 

    “I’m a vampire.  Not interested.” 

    Funny man.  Point is, you can pull off impressive weather tricks with relatively little outlay of power. 

    “Relatively?” 

    One flock of sheep and a dozen power crystals isn’t anywhere near the energy contained in a tornado. 

    “Relatively.  Right.” 

    We’ve gone down this road to give you a handle on my problems.  I have to do things more directly.  We’re talking about big, obvious miracles, remember.  I’d love to open up the sky and make a pronouncement.  And I can, thanks to you!  By the time you get a storm to hit the coast, I’m sure I can do the spotlight and the thunder-voice. 

    “So, what’s the problem?” 

    I can do it once.  Your storm front will roll on down the coast to the next city and I won’t be recovered enough to do it again. 

    “I’ll keep the reactors running at high speed.” 

    That’s not going to do it.  Right now, their output is devoted to making me stronger, capable of using all the energy I have available.  By the time we do this, I should be big enough to lift the load, but I’ll be too tired to do it, if that makes sense. 

    “You’re kind of like a spell getting stronger when it has a lot of power flowing through it.  Is that it?” 

    Kind of.  More like expending a lot of effort in the gym.  I burn a lot of fuel to build muscle so I can burn fuel to move mountains.  Right now, I’m on steroids and building up.  I used to be a weenie little deity living in a multidimensional sigil.  I’ve come a long way and have miles to go before I sleep. 

    “Divine diet and nutrition,” I muttered.  “Okay.  Clouds parting and whatnot—too big, too impressive.  We need something more focused, then.  Any thoughts?” 

    We need to focus on the priests.  The Houses, I’m told, are mostly up to Leisel and Hazir.  My job is to convince a lot of priests to sing my hosannas instead of their own.  Or, rather, to include my hosannas with the usual ones. 

    “What am I supposed to do to in this plan?” 

    Help out when asked. 

    “I can try.  How do I help you?” 

    Think up a way to impress the priests? 

    We thought on the matter for a while. 

    “I have a bad idea.” 

    Shoot. 

    “You’re not going to say to let you decide if it’s bad or not?” 

    I trust you. 

    “I’m not sure how to take that.” 

    Just tell me the idea. 

    “How about we lie?” 

    In what way? he asked, curious. 

    “Look, the other gods aren’t exactly paying a lot of attention, right?” 

    More like they’re incapable of paying attention, but close enough. 

    “Perfect!  We lie to the priests.  For example, take the statues of the gods.  Maybe you can pretend to be another god, make their statue glow, speak in a voice of much quieter thunder, and tell them to stop being narrow-minded gatekeepers or the ‘other’ gods will start growing angry.” 

    I’m… not sure. 

    “About?” 

    We’re talking about entities who haven’t got a clue about saving for a rainy day.  They don’t have much in the way of power reserves, but pretty much everything they’ve got to this point has gone directly into being bigger, stronger entities.  They’re the alpha predators of this celestial jungle. 

    “How does this matter?” 

    I’m not sure I can get away with sneaking into their hunting grounds.  Those devotional foci, the statues, aren’t consciously important to them, but the energy directed at the idols are still the food they eat, or their own personal watering holes.  Even if I’m not stealing anything, they still won’t like me being near. 

    “Tricky,” I admitted, “but can you do it?  You’ve been practicing your celestial sneaking skills, haven’t you?  How good are you at being a stealthy celestial entity?” 

    I’ll see if it can be done.  In the meantime, what’s our plan B? 

    “Good question.  Turning rivers to blood?” 

    Showy. 

    “But potentially delicious.” 

    I hadn’t thought of it like that, he admitted.  I can’t do actual blood, not to the point it’s useful to you, but maybe make a river run red enough to be mistaken for blood.  If nothing else, you can use a gate to dump a lot of coloring in upstream.  Downstream, it’s just mundane dye or algae or whatever. 

    “We’ll work on it.  Smiting of the firstborn?” 

    I’ll leave that to you. 

    “Then we won’t do it.” 

    I thought not. 

    “How about an earthquake to throw down the ‘blaspheming’ Temples?” 

    Hmm.  It has some merit.  We already knocked down one, so there’s precedent. 

    “That’s why I thought of it.  If I understand correctly, my gravity shifting is something we don’t dare risk again lest the spells be detected.  How hard would it be for you to open up a mighty crack in the earth and swallow up the sinners?” 

    He paused thoughtfully as he took a look at Tauta’s geology. 

    Not hard, he decided.  Not as hard as it would be on Earth, anyway.  Tauta is far less stable than it appears.  The crust is only about a hundred miles thick, and the planet is hollow on the inside.  The whole thing is held together by magic and inertia more than anything else. 

    I had a brief moment of wondering if another Heru came up with a boneheaded idea for world-building.  If so, was it worthwhile to detour from my angel-dissection plans to work out how to survive punching a Heru in the face?  I was tempted. 

    “Well, that’s not disturbing to me in any way,” I lied. 

    My sarcasm detector went off. 

    “Doesn’t it always?” 

    I’ve got the threshold set pretty high for you. 

    “Look, you just told me the world of Tauta is hollow.  As in, ‘has nothing but empty space on the inside.’  True?” 

    Oh, no!  It’s got lots of stuff inside.  There are people all over the inner surface.  It has continents and seas and the whole shebang.  The center of the world is another sun-like thing, so there’s no night.  On a really clear day, they can see most of the inside. 

    “You do know a homogenous sphere cannot have gravity on the inside, right?” 

    Argue with the Firmament, he suggested.  It defines the rules. 

    I didn’t bother to mention how I hate having screwy astrophysical laws. 

    “Okay, you’ve got me there.  But if I recall, the Earth’s crust is only about twenty-five or thirty miles thick.  Under that, we have magma supporting continental plates.  The movement of these plates creates volcanoes and mountains.  So how the hell does Tauta have mountains?  How can it have any geological features?” 

    Do I look like a geologist? 

    “More like a glowing computer programmer.” 

    You’re as funny as Pascal’s Wager.  I have no idea how this works.  We haven’t been here long enough to watch any geological events.  For all I know, the Firmament sucks in chaos energies and occasionally does weird things to the planet.  Maybe a Thing made the place and sometimes erases part only to draw it again.  How would I tell? 

    He had a point.  He wasn’t a chaos entity. 

    “For the record, I do not like this.” 

    I’ll tell the Akashic Librarians to make a note. 

    “You say the inside of the… the…” 

    Planet?  Sphere?  Shell?  Three-dimensional annulus? 

    “Sphere.  The inside of the sphere has gravity?” 

    Or what passes for it in this universe. 

    “I do not need this headache,” I complained.  “There are also people inside?  Whole civilizations, like Shambhala or secret Nazi bases in the Hollow Earth?” 

    You’re thinking of Agharta.  Shambhala is a hidden valley in Tibet, like Shangri-La or something similar. 

    “Whatever I’m thinking of, am I right?” 

    Sure.  The people inside the world have their own cultures, but I wouldn’t call them “civilizations.”  It’s pretty darn nice in there, from a survival standpoint.  It encourages a sort of “feet-up, mind-in-neutral” attitude. 

    “Fan-expletive-tastic.” 

    Relax.  I haven’t yet found a way for them to get out or for anyone to get in.  I’m looking, but I don’t see any secret staircases or obvious tunnels between the inner and outer worlds.  Don’t worry about them.  In the meantime, as far as earthquakes and suchlike, I’m fairly sure I can swallow up a Temple if I have to.  Once, anyway. 

    “Is it safe?  I mean, I have it on good authority the world is a hollow eggshell.  Mightn’t we crack it rather disastrously?  Hang on,” I added, pausing to think about the local gravity and what would happen if we did.  Normally, a shell of stone as described would crumble inward toward the center.  But gravity—here—worked differently.  If it cracked, would it fall in?  Would pieces fall off?  Would they fly away or drift?  Or would they stay where they were? 

    Is it safe?  Good question.  I mean, I can probably provoke a chasm opening up under a Temple, but I don’t know if it will have any larger geophysical effects. 

    “And don’t we have ten or a dozen to do?” 

    For the moment, yeah.  Tell you what.  Let’s save the earthquake for any hard-boiled holdouts.  Assuming I’m still up to an earthquake after we do this. 

    “I think you’ll have time to recuperate, but how about we leave the fragile planet alone?” 

    Deal.  So, what do we do instead? 

    “We display a few miracles, convert the convertable, and consolidate.  Then we go after the ones who absolutely won’t hear of it.” 

    Hm.  This plan gives me time to recuperate between cycles.  We convert those who will listen, then they have to journey all the way to Sarashda, then they spend however long the Council of Law lasts before they start for home.  After they’re done there, we’ll have a new list of allies and enemies.  And a more accurate hit-list. 

    “Right.  And we still need to decide on miracles to inspire the unfaithful, assuming you can’t sneak up on various statues and fake being another god.” 

    May I suggest plagues of locusts, perhaps? 

    “We’d need to do a lot of propaganda prep beforehand.  Otherwise, it’s just a nuisance, not a divine plague.” 

    Moses had it easy, my altar ego grumped.  He had the Pharaoh’s ear.  Moses told Pharaoh and the rumor mill ground it out to the population. 

    “It’s a pickle.  Hey!” 

    Hey? 

    “Rahýfel.” 

    Oh, him. 

    “Huh?  I was about to suggest we get him to spread the rumors about the plague of locusts or other such manifestations.  What’s your beef with Rahýfel?” 

    That moron. 

    “Uh-oh.” 

    Sorry.  That self-indulgent moron. 

    “Is it that bad?” 

    The man is an idiot hedonist disguised as a sybarite. 

    “He’s a professional wizard.  He can’t be a complete idiot.” 

    Wizards meddle with powers they don’t understand to achieve effects they also don’t understand, right? 

    “I resemble that remark.” 

    Don’t you mean “resent”? 

    “That, too.  Go on about Rahýfel.” 

    He’s still drawing power away from his celestial counterpart.  He’s smart enough to use it as fast as he gets it so he won’t have a meltdown.  If he’s not going to go for ascension, he really needs to stop. 

    “What’s he doing with all the power?” 

    I’m not sure.  I assume he’s living the good life in that podunk little nowhere on the shore of the Shallow Sea. 

    “Shallow Sea?  The Sea of Shoals?” 

    Whatever.  The body of water to the east of the Empire. 

    “Why’s it called that?” 

    Called what?  The Shallow Sea or the Sea of Shoals? 

    “Take your pick.” 

    I’d say it’s the Shallow Sea because the thing is several feet deep in most places.  Feet, not fathoms or miles.  It’s like a massive flood plain.  You can drown in it, no problem, but you could breathe through a hose connected to a buoy.  For most of it, anyway.  It’s not perfectly flat, so there are deeper spots, and the coral makes dangerous shallows.  The vast majority of the thing is exactly what the label says:  A Shallow Sea. 

    I paused to picture how tides would work on this world.  The moon goes around the world from pole to pole, so high and low tide would run north and south.  Plus the world turns under the path of the moon, so there would be a week of high tide and a week of low tide. Unless the sun also acted to produce tides, in which case the interaction of the two suddenly became a lot more complicated. 

    “I’m not a mariner, so I don’t care,” I decided.  “It’s the Shallow Sea because it’s pretty damn shallow everywhere.” 

    And it’s the Sea of Shoals because it’s got two main types of fish, I would guess.  You get solitary predatory fish and shoals of plant and plankton-eaters. 

    “It sounds as though the biome isn’t very diverse.” 

    I haven’t given it much thought, really.  Bigger issues.  Now you mention it, I see lots of kelp, coral, and the like.  The local boats are flat-bottomed, by the way.  I’m guessing it’s better for shallows.  There are deeper places, but mostly it’s a swimming pool.  With fish. 

    “It sounds like more magical-world weirdness to me.” 

    How would you know?  You never go in the water. 

    “I seldom go in the water,” I corrected.  “I dislike the sensation of sinking.” 

    Anyway, when we have a minute, I want you to go talk to Rahýfel again.  If he doesn’t quit screwing around, I may have to drag him up here and stuff him into the role of God of Wizards. 

    “That doesn’t sound good.” 

    It isn’t.  He won’t enjoy it and neither will I. 

    “Why didn’t we use this as a motivator before?” 

    It wasn’t an option until recently! 

    “Ah.  Yes, your options list has expanded a lot, hasn’t it?” 

    Up here?  Where I can easily lay hands on things?  Yes.  Very much so, compared to over on your side of the celestial wall.  Over there, I have to remote-control things and it takes much more effort.  Currently, I’m pumping up for a big miracle-fest, but afterward?  Yes.  I’ll definitely qualify for demigod. 

    “Good to know.  All right, I’ll check in with Rahýfel.  Maybe he can be our minister of propaganda.  If he’s doing the deific thing instead, can he show up and speak on our behalf?” 

    Huh.  I hadn’t thought of that.  I’m sure he could, but I’m not sure he would.  I’ve given up trying to figure out what he wants, aside from his own little pleasure-palace and a succession of bodies to wear out. 

    “Isn’t the celestial version of the God of Wizards more advanced, intellectually, than the rest of them?  Does he have an opinion on this?” 

    Actually, he went on, I had a thought along those lines. 

    “Go on.” 

    Could we do your experiment with the current God of Wizards? 

    “Which experiment?” 

    Your idea to push evolutionary changes on these guys.  The current God of Wizards is a comparative wimp.  We could start on him, luring him to a power supply and raising the complexity of the tuning. 

    “Wouldn’t this just feed Rahýfel more power?” 

    In the short term, yes, but Rahýfel spends it as fast as he gets it.  The energy-state being uses it to grow.  The higher-order complexity should show in his lower-powered pattern more quickly than in the others, so we step it up again as soon as he adapts.  We may give Rahýfel more power in the next year, but we’ll also have a much more coherent celestial entity who may not want to let him have it anymore—and who can then do something about it, regardless of what Rahýfel has to say. 

    “Interesting thought.  How much power are we talking about?” 

    I’ll do a comparison between my power sources and the current celestial being and get back to you. 

    “Fair enough.  So, are we using Rahýfel as a propaganda channel?” 

    I wouldn’t.  I mean, I’m sure he could, but I don’t think he’s reliable.  I don’t see how we can motivate him to the point we can be sure he’ll get the job done.  It’s my sincere belief we can’t interest him in anything more… evolved? …than the pleasures of having a human body. 

    “Which brings us back to our miraculous revelations.  What other options do we have?  Three days of darkness?” 

    Given the way the Firmament is set up, the sun exists because of an interaction of forces with the void outside.  Fundamentally, that’s where the power comes from. 

    “I’m familiar with the effect, if not how it works.  Are you saying you could turn off the sun?” 

    Absolutely. 

    “That’s fantastic!” 

    I’m not sure I could turn it on again, though. 

    “Less fantastic.” 

    Yeah.  I’m still studying the Firmament here and in Rethven.  If I better understand how those universes are put together, I can use the rules when doing miracles instead of brute-forcing through to break the rules. 

    “Well, I certainly know that feeling.  No extinguishing the sun.  What else?” 

    Well, Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed by heavenly fire, but I understand you’d like to avoid that. 

    “If at all possible, yes!” 

    I wasn’t suggesting it.  If you’ve got handy plagues for my priests to cure, we could go that route. 

    “I have several plagues.” 

    Wait, what?  You do?  Since when? 

    “There are plenty of post-apocalyptic worlds where humankind wipes itself out with biowarfare.” 

    Oh.  I suppose there must be.  But if they’re lethal? I was thinking more along the lines of a horrible nuisance.  Sores and boils and suchlike. 

    “I can irradiate a city and wait for the sores and boils, but it’ll be hard to cure.  It might be a better choice than biowarfare agents, though—ionizing radiation isn’t infectious.  Or I could find one of the old standbys.  You know, the Black Death, cholera, smallpox.  Something like those.” 

    Okay, you’ve made your point.  Damn.  I’m running out of ideas. 

    “Me, too.  How about you ask Hazir and Leisel?  They’re more likely to have culturally-appropriate thoughts.” 

    Ask someone else?  Good thinking.  I can do that.  I don’t feel comfortable telling them details about how celestial entities operate—they do need to believe in their gods, you know.  So for technical issues, I’ll still come to you. 

    “I understand.” 

    What do you plan to do?  Sit in a recliner and wait for us to do all the work? 

    “If possible.” 

    Are you serious? 

    “Not if I can help it.” 

    Why aren’t you helping?  Really.  An honest answer. 

    “Honestly?  I don’t want to.  When I came to Tauta, I was looking for someplace out of the way to lay low and make plans.  I got involved with the people and therefore there were disasters.  Tauta was a nice home away from home, for a while, but it isn’t home.  And now I can’t use it as a base of operations, either.  Too many people want to find me.  There are too many cultural landmines to trip over.  There are requirements and demands and rules of proper behavior and all of that.  I’m tired of it.  I have other things I should be doing.  If I didn’t have things dragging me back here, I’d vanish like the baseless fabric of a vision.  But I do have things I still give a damn about, so here I am. 

    “Now I’m trying to leave that world to you and Leisel and Hazir and so on.  I’ll get my own little place, do my research work, and fix my own blesséd problem, preferably without getting too involved with anything—or anyone—else.  Then, if I survive un-screwing my inscrutable screwup, I’ll see about settling down somewhere and having whatever sort of life I can have.” 

    My altar ego was silent for several seconds, processing.  I didn’t blame him.  I was processing, too.  I didn’t entirely understand my own feelings until I heard them spoken aloud.  Come to it, I still didn’t.  Everything I said was correct, but not exhaustive.  There was much more to it, but articulating it would have taken weeks. 

    I guess I’ve been thinking about my Rethven repair problem a lot. 

    So, why not just leave it all to me? he asked. 

    “Because I can’t leave well enough alone.  Or, rather, I can’t leave it unfinished.  I broke the place.  I should do my penance and help fix it.” 

    I’m not going to explore your assumptions, there.  Instead, let’s assume everything works out to your satisfaction.  Where do you plan to go? 

    “At the moment?” I asked, rising.  “I’m going to find lunch.  Give me a shout when we have a miracle planned.” 

    I see how you are.  Fine.  Can I expect your all-out effort when it comes down to cases? 

    “You’ll have it.” 

      

    I stayed home and cooked.  I like to think I’ve become a passable kitchen-user in the last few years.  Someone had to step up and make the food, and Phoebe—at first—was not up to the task.  Later, she needed to learn to cook and someone had to teach her.  I had a head start on the six-year-old and did my best to stay ahead.  Phoebe wasn’t the only one studying hard.  Now I can change a diaper, cook, sew, and so on.  I give a convincing simulation of adultery.  No, adulting.  Adultifying?  Adultish?  Adultishness?  Damn it, I should visit Cretaceous World and eat a Thesaurus. 

    While I cleaned up after the meal—meaning I let Gus clean everything before I racked things in the dishwasher—I considered the traditional drying rack.  It’s a rubber-coated wire frame on a glorified bathmat, designed to let dishes drip-dry and drain into the sink.  Why not put an enchantment directly on it to remove everything from the dishes?  The dishes would dry almost instantly and I wouldn’t have to run the dishwasher.  I probably wouldn’t have to put them away, either.  Without Phoebe in the house, one rack of dishes would be sufficient pretty much indefinitely. 

    I sat down at the kitchen counter, turned the rack over in my hands for a bit, sorted out how I wanted to tackle it, and enchanted it as a cleaning and drying rack.  The rubber mat under it required a different sort of enchantment, however.  The rack would remove everything and drop it, but moving the resulting waste into the sink was another function. 

    I poured out a can of dog food for Gus and let him mostly clean the bowl.  Gus looked at me imploringly and pawed at my leg.  He hadn’t quite been done.  There was a bit of gravy-like goo left in the bowl.  I gave him another bowl, this one with a heaping spoonful of peanut butter. 

    Where most dogs would chase the bowl around, he immediately wedged it in a corner and used one paw to hold it in place.  For a dog, he’s a genius. 

    The first bowl went on the rack.  The goo went on the mat.  The mat moved it all into the sink.  Success! 

    As I watched Gus slurp up peanut butter, I reflected on his intelligence.  I never tried to teach him to read, although Phoebe used to read to him on a regular basis.  He sat on her left while she worked with Rodney, helping him learn to read.  Rodney learned quickly, but is Gus learning slowly?  Then again, I’m not sure he’d thank me for it if he did learn.  I have the occasional Flowers for Algernon moment when dealing with mentally-enhanced creatures.  Smarter animals do not make happier animals.  Look at humans. 

    Denial.  That’s the ticket. 

    Which, of course, brought me back to the issues at hand.  A whole slew of them, all mixed together, flowed across my thoughts as I settled into my chair to think.  And, sure enough, as I got comfortably settled, I had an idea. 

    If you’re ever stuck for an idea, get everything set up for a long, strong thinking session.  Get your notepad to doodle with, a cup of coffee or other drink, turn off the phone, lock the doors, put on your thinking music, and settle in for a marathon of meditation.  Put in the effort to get everything ready.  As soon as you get comfortable, you’ll have your idea.  It’s like rain after washing the car.  It never fails. 

    As I sat down, I looked at my timeclock on the mantlepiece. 

    I’ve been missing a bet with the time-tickers and the reactor worlds. 

    My time-tickers are running in series, from Tauta to Phoebe’s world to Iowa to all the Reactor worlds.  The time differential increases with each step in the series.  The Reactor Worlds are running much faster than Tauta, because my altar ego needs all the output he can get.  Also in those worlds, there are robots producing dynamos, assembling racking, connecting wiring, and expanding the dynamo farms. 

    Shouldn’t I have them running in a series, too?  I have their time-ticker gates here in Iowa, linked to my clock.  Shouldn’t there be one gate here and a continuing series through the Reactor worlds?  Iowa’s time-ticker will speed up Reactor #1, just as it does now.  Reactor #1 will run Reactor #2 faster, and #2 will run #3 faster still, and so on. 

    The one at the end of this chain might finish building dynamos and racking and wiring to the point the whole electrical output is accounted for.  Aside from a maintenance crew of robots and enough production to keep up with duty-cycle failures, all the rest can be re-tasked to the next one up the chain. 

    We could have the Reactor worlds finished much more quickly than I thought. 

    I sighed, returned the recliner to the upright and locked position, and got to work again. 

      

    And I’m back.  It’s not like it took all that long in the Iowa reference frame.  There are now six reactor worlds.  Instead of working my way up the chain, I started a new one to act as a progress indicator.  The most advanced one is now at the far end of the chain and time is passing most rapidly there.  When it finishes, we’ll distribute most of its equipment to the others and move it to the head of the chain. It will run slowest, but all the others will run faster.  We’ll keep the one closest to completion in the fastest spot. 

    The power production is almost miraculous.  Give it time.  Tomorrow, maybe. 

    

  


   
    Swisher, Iowa, Tuesday, August 5th, 1952 

      

    I swear, I’m going to figure out a way to turn my recliner into a shift-booth.  If people are going to keep bugging me while I’m trying to relax, I’m going to show up, chair and all, rather than get my lazy butt out of it.  I’ll appear next to them in the recliner, cup of tea in hand, unshaven, wearing a bathrobe, with fuzzy monster slippers on my feet.  They can explain what they want while I munch on crackers and slurp tea. 

    I’m too lazy to do it now, but I swear on my eye teeth, I will do this. 

    Meanwhile, I keep getting my lazy butt out of the chair to put finishing touches on the reactor worlds.  Little things keep cropping up.  All I expected to do was rearrange my time-differential gate order, but no, I didn’t think it through.  Stuff needs to actually move from one world to another once a reactor reaches capacity.  And, since the reactor worlds are now running even faster than before, things requiring hands crop up much more often. 

    That’ll teach me to try and unwind while someone else is in a fast-track world. 

    Still, if my altar ego didn’t have his celestial wireless connection, it would be a logistical nightmare.  He handles the majority of the problems, but sometimes you just need someone on-site—boots on the ground, as it were—to eyeball it and apply ingenuity.  And raw, physical strength. 

    The major problem, according to him, is the interface.  He’s not Diogenes.  He’s a guy operating a robot with a handheld remote control.  Admittedly, he can split himself so he can devote his full attention to running several robots at once, but each one is no more agile than one might expect.  They handle most of their work automatically, but when there’s a problem, my altar ego has to man the controls. 

    He would complain about me being the choke point in his operation, but he knows better. 

    I did make the effort, though.  I found a couple of larger, more powerful robots for specialty problems.  They were designed for construction, not stocking shelves.  As long as he can avoid breaking them, he should be fine. 

    Most recently, he asked me to get him started on a seventh reactor world.  I wasn’t thrilled at the prospect, but I’ve done harder things for less benefit.  I set up a shift-booth network to connect all seven of these branched timelines.  Admittedly, it was only big enough for one of the large robots at a time, but each booth had a working nuclear power plant to power it. 

    He started moving all his stuff over to the new India plant in reactor timeline #7.  He still can’t branch a timeline and set up reactor after reactor, but he’s got all the production necessary to refurbish the latest one without me.  His main problem is that I’m the wizard.  I enchant gates, shift-boxes, and so on.  This means he has limited magical resources. 

    Hmph.  “Limited.”  Technically true.  He can’t make more, but he’s got lots. 

    I’ve reached the level of Pontius Pilate: I wash my hands of it. I mean it, this time!  I’m taking time off to work on spell designs, read, go to movies, and play with Gus. 

    Speaking of hands, on the other one we have, way out at the far end of our time-distorting daisy chain, a truly huge dynamo in solar orbit.  We’ve had to adjust it a bit.  The Ascension Sphere maintaining the magical field intensity needed tweaking.  The motor system counter-rotating the inner and outer cylinder also required an upgrade.  Now we’ve got it sorted.  The output is good, but the efficiency dropped off as it got larger.  It’s hard to tell, exactly.  It’s not like he can give me any numbers.  It’s a complex curve, clearly, but I don’t have an equation for it. 

    Optimum size appears to vary based on the rate of spin and magical field intensity.  For our electric motors and my Ascension Sphere setup, it’s usually about six kilograms. 

    Six kilos in millions of dynamos?  That’s a hell of a lot of osmium. 

    Still, all it comes down to, fundamentally, is converting one sort of energy into another.  The dynamos spin a tuned cylinder in a charged magical field.  Cutting across the magical field lines—assuming this works like an electrical generator—turns some of the magic into celestial energy.  There’s resistance, though, so part of the celestial energy produced is also coming from whatever force is spinning the cylinder, electricity or magic, depending on the dynamo. 

    In essence, a divinity dynamo is a transformer, changing one type of energy—or a series of types—into another.  This makes me wonder if I can build a solar conversion panel to do the same thing.  I can turn electromagnetic energy into magical energy.  Why not celestial force? 

    Because I still don’t understand it, that’s why.  I can’t see celestial energies outside a narrow range, so working with them is tricky, to say the least. 

    Since I can’t see what I’m doing, my altar ego and I are going to need a few weeks of uninterrupted quality time while we do mind-melding and experimentation.  During the day, preferably, and in small-scale experiments.  Untuned celestial forces in my nighttime presence make me nervous. 

    Or maybe I’ll just keep the idea under wraps.  I don’t really feel like banging my head on this particular problem.  Maybe I’ll have better insights after I dissect a few angels and refine those spells.  Then we can start a self-replicating set of celestial conversion panels somewhere in the chromosphere of quiet little red dwarf and see how he likes it. 

    Right now, it sounds like a lot of work we don’t—I don’t—need to do.  “Atomic Dynamo Farms, Inc.” is a thing.  He should be happy. 

    I wish I was.  We have Tassarian deadlines coming up.  Looks like I’m giving up on having time off to read.  Time to get back to work.  I’ll drop in on Phoebe, make sure all is well with her, and warn her about not dropping in to Tauta unexpectedly due to the time differential.

  


   
    Monday, April 14th, Phoebe’s World 

      

    It was daytime at both ends, so I stepped through the shift-closet.  The micro-gate on her mirror wasn’t on, so I presumed Cameron was not present.  I heard the television in the living room, so I rang the doorbell, anyway.  It’s polite to announce yourself.  I headed down the hall to see if she was in the living room.  If not, I’d leave her a note on the whiteboard. 

    As I passed the entryway to the kitchen, I met something coming the other way.  It might have been a truck, but it looked an awful lot like several billion exploding points of light. 

      

    The lights come up, brightening, the glare shining into my eyes. I stand before the class, a flimsy piece of paper in hand.  The shadows speak in the voice of the teacher, demanding I read my report. 

    I turn the paper over.  There are scribbles on it, notes, but they are pointless gibberish, wasted time. 

    The class shifts and mutters.  Someone coughs. 

    I puzzle over the notes, trying to find a starting point.  I can read several lines, but they make no sense. 

    “A record has only one groove, but more than one side.” 

    “Love is not a lesson.” 

    “Heaven and Hell are not found; everyone makes their own.” 

    “Where does one go when one’s halo falls off?” 

     Someone in the class is laughing at me.  A stage light shines brightly on the left side of my face, too hot, making my eye water.  I hear a distant pounding sound, as of waves breaking on rock, or a ram against an earthen rampart.  Is someone shouting?  Are there sounds of battle?  Or is it only wind in the rafters and thunder in the sky? 

    The room is full of dust, dancing in the yellow lights.  A bug crawls into the light and next to my foot.  It looks up at me for a moment, then displays mandibles to the shadowed crowd.  I pick it up and it allows this.  It faces me as I regard it.  It turns again to the crowd, threatening.  The laughter of one becomes a chorus, a choir, a stadium of mockery. 

    A dozen bugs come into the light.  A hundred.  A thousand.  They do not like the light, but they like what lies beyond even less.  More and more surround me, lift me, bear me up and carry me away like flotsam on the sea. 

    All is darkness, cool and quiet, and, for the first time in ages, I float. 

    “What have you learned?” she asks.  I would turn to look, but I know the voice.  A thousand answers flash across my thoughts—chaos, magic, the Void, time, space, energies of all sorts.  Not inconsequential, but also not important.  These are merely facts.  Knowledge without wisdom. 

    “I don’t know,” I admit. 

    “You once decided to be a better person.  Have you?” 

    “I fake it well.  Does that count?” 

    “With whom?” 

    “Whoever cares?” 

    “Are you trying to be a better person because you need to be, or because someone else wants you to be?” 

    “What’s the difference?” 

    “To me?  Or to you?” 

    “Does it matter who I’m trying to be better for, as long as I’m trying?” 

    “If it matters to you,” she says, not unkindly. 

    “Then I’m doomed.” 

    “Who decided that?” 

    “Who made me what I am?” I shoot back. 

    “Who, indeed?” she remarks, and I know the answer. 

    “I accept the blame, and the responsibility.  I decided my fate.” 

    “You sound unhappy.” 

    “Of course!  I despise fate and predestination!” 

    “Then change your mind.” 

    “It’s not my mind,” I argue, “but my heart.  Has any man ever had power over that?” 

    Then there is great pain and a great darkness. 

      

    I’ve lived a long time, if you use the term “lived” loosely enough.  I’ve learned a few things during my time.  Never watch an eclipse.  Don’t eat demons.  Check above, not just where you put your big feet.  Knowing where to stand is more important than armor class.  Pretty things can be deadly, too.  If you have to ask yourself “Should I?” the answer is “Probably not.”  Never turn your back on a Gazebo. 

    You know, life lessons. 

    I’ve also discovered some interesting things about myself.  One of which is the fact I do not like being knocked unconscious.  To be fair, it hasn’t happened an overwhelming number of times.  It hasn’t even happened unreasonably often.  Given my occupation—“monster”—it’s only to be expected, if only as the occasional side effect of a direct attempt on my life.  Nevertheless, I do not like it.  These days, it makes me think of an incident involving a deranged, nexus-charged wizard and his personal torture chamber.  It makes me unhappy. 

    This is not the same as sad or melancholy or depressed.  Unhappy.  As in, “I ain’t happy about this,” and all the potential awfulness it entails—even more than a disgruntled postal worker. 

    When my wandering consciousness oozed its way back into my skull, it had a hard time getting in.  Everything in my face felt swollen, along with an enormous pressure headache in my… well, my entire head. 

    My muzzy-headed mental ramblings paused long enough to wonder what was wrong. A headache isn’t normally the whole head at once.  I swam through the murky waters of semiconsciousness and wondered if this pond was stocked with anything resembling facts. 

    Pain?  Yes, lots of it.  That’s not really an inventory, just a condition.  What, specifically, is wrong?  My hands and wrists hurt, being fastened behind my back, somehow.  One ankle is so hurt it’s numb.  There’s a raw sort of icy-stinging-burning pain on my chest.  My head is twice its usual size, but still crammed into the same skull.  I can’t breathe through my nose.  My face feels both flattened and, at the same time, swollen. 

    Can I open my eyes?  Yes and no.  One is swelled completely shut.  The other will open just enough to let in a few blazing spears of searing light.  That eye feels like it’s on fire and bleeding. 

    That’s not hyperbole. I know what I’m talking about.  I’m familiar with these sensations.  Eyeball.  On fire.  Bleeding.  But I could see. 

    My first thought was to wonder why there was furniture on the ceiling. 

    With great effort, I bent slightly and painfully, looking down.  I was tied to the floor by three lengths of chain wrapped around my ankle.  I floated above the floor like a well-secured balloon. 

    No, hold on.  Vertigo whirled everything around for an instant.  I vomited toward the ceiling and passed out again. 

      

    When I woke up this time, I was feeling a little less scrambled and a bit more poached.  This seemed reasonable, considering someone tried to crack the back of my skull through my face. 

    The furniture consisted of one folding chair, one metal chair, two crates, and a piece of plywood on the crates to make a table.  The room was lit by one bulb inside a safety cage.  The walls and ceiling were concrete with occasional pipes.  I felt a slight draft as I heard a rumble, which implied a subway nearby.  I was hanging—naked again, dammit!—by one ankle above a diagram on the floor, slightly obscured beneath a couple of dilapidated plastic buckets—one directly under me for drips, one placed next to it, in the direction I faced, presumably for projectiles.  Smart.  It would be hard to emit enough bodily fluids to mar the diagram.  Not impossible, no, but a real challenge.  At least I knew everything would drain, just like coughing up seawater after a walk on the ocean floor. 

    Someone had affixed the chains around my ankle to three separate pipe-support brackets in the ceiling.  They must have had a nasty time trying to hang up five hundred pounds of limp body. 

    My widdle heart went all a-pitter-patter as the fact of my captivity became apparent.  I strenuously object to being restrained.  Unfortunately, given my current orientation and condition, raising my blood pressure didn’t seem like a good idea.  I did my deep breathing, slowly and carefully, while I tried to marshal my scattered wits.  They didn’t want to join forces.  I can’t say I blame them.  My head was a crowded, high-pressure place. 

    In an attempt to distract myself, I focused on what I could see.  Below and around me, the diagram was one I didn’t recognize.  It clearly had a containment function, but many of the ideograms were not familiar.  Several of the ones I could see were unpowered, with no magical energy in them at all.  Everything was chalked on the floor, not painted, so this told me… what?  Someone was in a hurry?  Or wasn’t too worried about me breaking out?  Did the nonfunctional ideograms mean the whole diagram was drawn incorrectly?  Or that it had hidden functions of which I would be unaware until I triggered them? 

    I wanted to reach down to the floor, but my arms were behind my back.  This did my blood pressure no good whatsoever, so I spent a few more minutes lowering it.  Emotionally, it was another example of being tied up and helpless for the torturing.  Flashbacks galore, none of which were helpful.  Intellectually, it felt like a combination of handcuffs, rope, and a lot of tape.  The backs of my hands were pressed together and the fingers taped to their opposites.  My shoulders didn’t appreciate this, but they were less forceful in their complaints than other body parts. 

    Another complaint came from the bare patch on my chest.  Someone removed my amulet.  This is rather difficult to do, but all it really requires is a knife.  When I set it up, I had to consider whether I wanted it so forcefully affixed they would have to kill me to get it off, or if I was willing to be deprived of it.  I figured if I ever got into a situation where those were my choices, I can always make another.  I hoped I wouldn’t have to when I set up the binding spell and I still retained some small hope of it now. 

    Either way, I’m adding a “Do Not Touch” spell to the thing in the future.  Probably two.  One to give people a “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” sensation, the other to burn the bejeezus out of their fingers. 

    Almost as worrisome, in my brief struggle with the handcuffs I noticed two of my fingers felt enormously hot.  I carefully flexed each finger on each hand and determined I was deficient to the tune of two—the ones I used for rings.  To be fair, they might still have the rings on them, not that this would do me much good.  From the feel, they were severed near the hand knuckle, not surgically removed. 

    A subway train rumble approached and faded in the distance.  This told me I wasn’t near a platform. 

    The sound I heard next was a gritty noise, like the sole of a shoe on concrete.  It occurred again, as though someone shifted position.  Did I want to try and turn around?  No, I did not.  I doubted I could, the way the chains were wrapped around my ankle.  One chain would let me rotate, but the three of them extended from my ankle in different directions. 

    “Awake yet?”  The voice was smooth, mellow, deep, and familiar. 

    “No.” 

    “Still have a sense of humor, hmm?” 

    Footsteps.  He came into view as he swept up the metal chair.  He plunked it down with a tinny scraping sound and seated himself. 

    “Reverend Alden,” I said.  It came out as a raspy whisper. 

    “Mister Kent,” he returned, smiling.  “Now, which of us did you say was going to be hung upside-down and interrogated?” 

    I tried to reply, but I had a hard time speaking.  I tried not to cough as I cleared my throat and spat.  I aimed to miss the buckets, not that it did much good.  When I could speak, I croaked. 

    “I didn’t get that,” he told me.  I worked my mouth for a moment, spat again, and took another try, speaking slowly, consciously, and with all the precision I could muster. 

    “I acknowledge the correctness of your position,” I rasped.  He nodded. 

    “Good.  Feel up to answering questions?” 

    “No.” 

    “Oh, but I insist.” 

    “Insist away,” I told him, and threw up again.  Threw down.  Expelled stomach contents.  In this case, mostly bile.  Yes, the second bucket was specifically for this.  He made a tsk sound. 

    “That will be the concussion.” 

    I would have told him, “Yeah, and your face,” but I was busy.  Not my best comeback, but he was right.  I had a concussion.  I wasn’t at my sharpest.  If my other eye wasn’t swollen shut, I would probably be seeing double.  The increased cranial pressure couldn’t be helping. 

    After I finished for the moment, I spat yet again and committed an indiscretion by shaking my head.  I regretted it instantly and resolved not to do it again. 

    “Feel better?” 

    “Not particularly.  No.” 

    “You seem to be slurring your words a bit.  Do you think we can carry on a civilized conversation?” 

    “Let me down and we’ll give it a go.” 

    “Oh, no.  No, no, no, no,” he chuckled.  “I don’t think so.” 

    “You’re not as stupid as you look,” I admitted.  He frowned. 

    “We’ve clearly gotten off on the wrong foot.  Let me just say I didn’t intend for it to go this way.  It didn’t have to.  In fact, I will admit I admire you in many ways, including your bravado.  Most remarkable.” 

    “Thank you.  I despise you and want you to die slowly.” 

    “Perfectly understandable,” he laughed.  He leaned forward in the chair, elbows on his knees, hands clasped, right at the edge of the circle.  “And before you cudgel your rattled brains into thinking up a clever bit of bravado, I already know the one about how you will kill me for this, and you will kill me.” 

    Despite the elevated pressure inside my skull I had enough room for the thought: Well, shit.  Clearly, he knew entirely too much, which didn’t bode well for me.  Simply having the ability to be here didn’t bode well for me.  The last thing I needed was a well-informed enemy who could follow me around. 

    “This isn’t putting us on the right foot,” I pointed out. 

    “You mean all this?” He gestured around the room.  “This is payback for the incident in your foyer and a night in jail. Now that we’re here, I have the time to contemplate our situation. If you’ll pause to consider the matter, you’ll doubtless realize you overreacted when you humiliated me.  This is, shall we say, payback?  I have no doubt you will recover from your injuries at least as quickly as I recovered from mine. 

    “I will admit I did have to improvise a bit, rather than carefully craft some bit of revenge to exactly match your own offense against me, but I was presented with an unexpected opportunity.  I seized it.” 

    “And me.” 

    “And you,” he agreed.  “However, if you are willing to consider this a well-earned bit of retaliation, I could be persuaded to let you go.” 

    “Call it even and pretend neither of us did anything unpleasant to the other?” 

    “Almost.  I ask only for a small concession.  That you hear me out on my offer.” 

    I’m pretty sure he thought he was being conciliatory while negotiating from a position of strength.  All I cared about was breaking all his bones before getting down to hurting him.  I didn’t know what his offer was and felt a burning, intense urge to see he never got it. 

    I dodged his implied question by asking one of my own. 

    “So, you work for that doctor?  Doctor Slade, is it?” 

    “Slade?  No, he no longer knows I exist.”  He chuckled.  “He attempted to have someone investigate me.  Another hireling attempted to steal my rosary.  They had no idea the value I place on it.  They certainly do not now.” 

    “A bunch of glass beads?” 

    “Mostly.  A few are tektites.  You wouldn’t know about those.” 

    I knew exactly what a tektite was, but I didn’t correct him. 

    “Slade is no longer an issue,” he went on.  “He’ll go about his life as though neither you nor I ever crossed his path.  You’re welcome.  I’ve learned a great deal about you in the process, too.  I’ve interrogated most of the people who ever met you.  His investigator had quite a file.” 

    “That must have taken a while.” 

    “It did, but you know quite a bit about that, don’t you?” 

    “I don’t follow.” 

    “He knows you manipulate minds.  Or he knew it at one point.  I think he’s happier not knowing.  So, as you’ve guessed, we’re much alike.” 

    “I doubt it.” 

    “Oh, we don’t have the same powers,” he agreed, sitting back in his chair.  “I sway more readily the hearts and minds of men.  You work your will on the stuff of the world.  Your devices use gems and crystals of many sorts, while I only care about one.  I admit I am at a loss to understand how the gold ring has any power at all.” 

    “The gems are enclosed inside the gold, like a fly in amber, to protect them.” 

    “Ah.  Marvelous!  And the other ring?” 

    “It’s an aid, not a device.” 

    “While I don’t fully understand your meaning, you will have to admit we share interesting congruencies.  We are similar, as brothers—or cousins—often are.  Some of your powers intrigue me.” 

    “Such as?” 

    “You’re a time-traveler.” 

    I expected a comment about magic, or demons, or even deals with the devil for sorcerous abilities.  I did not expect to be accused of owning a time machine. 

    “Are you kidding me?” I asked. 

    “No, but now you are trying to kid me,” he replied, leaning forward intently.  “It was your occult ability that drew me to you in the past. I heard about a man who miraculously survived a terrible wreck, yet I could find almost nothing when I searched for him.  It took quite a while to track you down.  Then you had the poor manners to threaten me before you fled.  Fortunately, I found a way to use your own devices to follow you into the future.” 

    He leaned back in his chair again and I breathed a little easier.  He was talking about Phoebe’s current world as though it was still his own world.  Phoebe’s world was over a hundred years ahead of Alden’s and had a very similar history, at least up to the same year in Alden’s world.  The confusion was almost inevitable to someone uninitiated into the mysteries of multi-universe theory. 

    “It wasn’t easy,” he continued.  “I searched the remains of your house with extraordinary care and reconstructed some fraction of what you destroyed.  Not fully, of course.  You were too thorough for me to rebuild what you had broken.  I examined everything to gain those flashes of vision, pieces of ideas, that let me reconstruct what must have been there, like a scientist reconstructing ancient fossils. 

    “Whatever your purpose in the past, I knew you had not completed it.  Your retreat was too quick.  The destruction was extensive, but not absolute.  I rushed you with my investigations, with my testing of your powers, and your fear made you flee too suddenly.  You had to fall back to here, your base of operations in the future, and regroup.  I knew you would return to continue your mission, whatever it was.  This left me with the problem of finding you again—presumably without a vehicular accident to aid me.  I looked for signs amid the destruction to build the bones of my theories, then fleshed them with what I learned from your associates. 

     “I will admit,” he chuckled, “I did not expect to find a portal through time in a teenager’s bedroom.  Your mistake was placing it in the care of the one who benefited from a miracle.  It drew my attention to him even before I narrowed down your identity.  Once I became aware of his miraculous healing, it was a small matter to discover its source.  He was already my link to you.  Although, having examined him once, it was quite a while before I thought to examine him again.” 

    I remained silent, trying to think.  My head still hurt and the local smells were so strong I could taste them.  Not that I could smell anything with solid-packed sinuses.  I preferred the aftertaste of bile.  Regardless, I had a hard time coming to grips with Alden’s story.  My head was still spinning, freewheeling unfocused thoughts.  I made a conscious effort to get a mental grip on my faculties. 

    It annoyed me considerably to realize I could probably come up with something clever if it wasn’t for the head injury.  How long until sunset?  And would this circle thing contain a nightlord?  I doubted it.  I didn’t think it was meant to hold an entity, but to act as a mystical shield against powers.  Of course, in my condition, I might be completely wrong.  Best not to assume. 

    “All right, you’ve got me.  What do you intend to do with me?” 

    “Good question.”  He sat there and regarded me for a bit.  I tried to breathe evenly and slow my heartbeat.  My chest wound might still be oozing.  I wasn’t sure about the missing fingers. 

    Did I want to raise questions about where my stuff was?  No, save it for later.  I might want to address the subject of being held upside-down for so long, though, especially with a concussion.  My ring and amulet both went off when I was hit and harmed, so the healing spells went off.  They were still running, ticking along in the local low-power mode ever since someone swiped the power crystals.  They might explain why I wasn’t bleeding into my brain. 

    Alden wore a thinking expression.  I didn’t want to disturb him.  The longer he took, the closer we got to sunset.  I had no idea how long it would be, since I’d been out cold for a while, but I was willing to wait.  My foot was thoroughly numb, so hanging by it wasn’t too much of a trial.  Besides, I had my chest to distract me from my leg, and my missing fingers to distract me from my chest, and my head to distract me from my missing fingers.  It’s a wonder I could concentrate on anything with all the distractions.  Sunset couldn’t come quickly enough. 

    Might I be rescued?  No, not likely.  Firebrand was in the fireplace in Iowa.  Bronze was playing with Gus or rebuilding her car.  In this world, Phoebe was probably in class when I arrived.  But my cloak—I was wearing it.  It was disguised as a blazer or sport coat.  How did he get it off me without it going all Tar Baby on him?  It isn’t terribly quick during the day.  Maybe he reacted faster.  Maybe he’s a supernatural entity and didn’t panic like a normal human. 

    So, stall?  Yes.  It beat spitting at the chalk line.  Besides, my mouth was dry. 

    “Sorry,” I slurred, “but I’m about to pass out.  I think it’s a blood pressure thing.”  I closed my eyes and tried to go as limp as possible.  I heard him sigh.  I wasn’t sure if it was a resigned sigh or an exasperated sigh.  Since his footsteps retreated into the distance, I went with exasperated.  At least I could take it as a sign he wasn’t able to read my mind. 

    Come to think of it, if he could read my mind, he’d know about gates and universe theory.  He wouldn’t still think it was time travel.  I took it as a sign he couldn’t read my mind, and my mind was exceptionally slow, today.  Can’t think why. 

    I opened my eye again and continued to try for a relaxed, slow heartbeat.  Every beat was a thud of pressure in my head and other currently-sensitive areas.  My missing fingers still hurt as though they were still there.  What did he use to remove them?  A saw?  A blowtorch?  A chisel was probably the most practical, but would it still hurt so much?  Or did he chisel them off and use a blowtorch to stop the bleeding?  Of course he did.  It just took me longer than usual to reach the correct conclusion. 

    To distract myself, I took a better look at the diagram around and under me.  It was hard to see, not only because I had a restricted view of it but because my face and nose were so swollen it was hard to get my eye open.  I had a little bit of a view on my right, but I couldn’t even open my left eye. 

    When I went down the hall in Phoebe’s place, the kitchen was on the left, so someone swinging at me would tend to hit more on my left side.  Not necessarily, no, but the balance of probability was in favor.  Even I could figure this out. 

    I tried to get a mental image of the diagram and couldn’t hold it in my mind.  I blame the concussion.  I decided I should cheat.  I got a portion of the diagram, went into my headspace, copied it down, and went back to get more of it.  Eventually, I had a pretty good rendering of maybe sixty percent of the thing.  The rest I simply couldn’t see.  The multiple chains wouldn’t let me swing around like a single one would have and turning my head was an exercise in pain. 

    My headspace wasn’t in great shape, either.  The lights were a bit low, which I expected, and a number of books had been knocked off the shelves.  I did some sorting and ordering of the mess, but every time I handled anything, the associated memories hit me. 

    Why is it I always remember the most embarrassing, unpleasant things whenever I’m in pain?  I’ve done really stupid things in my life and they all come back to haunt me at moments like these.  As if I needed another reason to avoid moments like these. 

    Don’t misunderstand me.  Most of these memories had to do with Johann and his Theme Park of Crimson Delights.  I can’t say I’ve been tortured by the best, but I can say I’ve been tortured by someone with persistence and imagination.  I do not approve, but I accept this is the case.  I try not to think about it and, by and large, I’m good at it.  If you choose to forcibly remind me of these memories, expect to be met with an unreasonable amount of force as I try to make you stop.  It’s like giant ants:  I don’t want to talk about it.  I’d much prefer to forget it completely, like it never happened, but I don’t want to try burning mental books. 

    Usually, when I have a flashback moment, I’m on top of it.  If Leisel wants to roll over and pretend to pin me down, I can let her do that.  I feel in control of the situation.  I’m not enjoying it the way I should, but I can let her do it.  For her, I will do my best to help her enjoy it. If Phoebe succeeds at a leg scissors lock during an exercise, I don’t react badly.  I don’t lift her and slam her down; I slap the floor, acknowledging her success.  I can even be buried in puppies or children and not mind it a bit. 

    Right now, I’m chained, hanging like a side of meat, in blinding levels of pain, and I’m clearly not at my mental best.  Staying in my headspace and keeping my heart rate down struck me as extremely good ideas.  Panicking, thrashing, and writhing in an attempt to escape were less good, no matter what the animal level of my brain thought.  Getting too excited could burst something inside what’s left of my brain and kill me. 

    Wonderful.  I’m facing an improvised test of humanity with an aneurism as the gom jabbar.  The real irony is, if I were human, I’d probably be dead already.  And, in my case, the blood must flow. 

    As for whether or not I was ultimately going to pass the test, the thumping and clanging from the hatch to the mental basement was a definite “no” vote.  I ignored the scrabbling and pounding noises to focus on the portion of the diagram I had available.  It was a simple containment diagram.  So simple, so generalized, it was probably a two-way barrier to just about everything occult.  I couldn’t reach out, but nobody could reach in, either.  Was it deliberate, to block scrying or other location spells?  And what were these extra symbols for?  They didn’t seem to have any purpose at all, but could they be part of a second diagram, superimposed on the first?  If I could only see the rest of it, I might be able to separate the two— 

    I lost my train of thought as Something in the basement started to wail.  I screamed back at it. 

    “Shut up!” 

    It quieted.  I stood up, crossed my mental study, and banged on the door to the airlock. 

    “You listen to me, you wailing little bastards!  I’m trying to save my life, which means I’m trying to save yours!  So shut the hell up and let me think!  NOW!” 

    Metallic scratching noises come from the airlock chamber almost constantly.  Often, there are distant wails or faint screams or other horror-type noises from deeper in the basement.  Now, though, everything settled down.  There was a bit of scratching, a bit of chittering, a bit of buzzing, and then quiet. 

    “Thank you,” I said, because it seemed appropriate.  I didn’t get an answer, but I didn’t expect to.  I’m not sure what I would have done if I did.  Scream, maybe. 

    I sat at my desk and rubbed my temples, concentrating on staying calm.  It’s not always easy, even in my headspace. 

    Okay.  Diagram.  Basic, unrefined, simple.  What’s with the unrecognized ideograms?  What did they mean?  I thought I had a fairly complete alphabet or vocabulary or whatever you want to call it.  Of course, these might be local symbols developed in this world—slang, if you will, or contractions, or abbreviations.  It’s sometimes possible to use two symbols overlaid on each other, but not often.  What do these ideograms do in the context of the spell?  They don’t seem to have a purpose at all. 

    Why’s it so dim in here, anyway?  Oh, right.  Swelling, bleeding, concussion, all that stuff.  Maybe I should focus more on controlling my blood flow and helping my healing spells do their job.  Maybe I can also get a better grip on my pain perception and dull part of it out. 

    Considering the dimness in my headspace, I made it a priority. 

    Wizard meditation is a headspace activity.  Normal meditation is different.  They’re both states of mind, though, and sharp disturbances can disrupt them.  I registered such a disturbance and came out of my headspace to see. 

    Alden was back.  He had two gentlemen with him.  I say “gentlemen” when what I really mean is a pair of homeless bums dressed in ragged, filthy clothes.  They flanked him and didn’t look at me.  They didn’t look at anything at all, really, just stared straight ahead. 

    Alden seated himself in his chair again and put down the little squirt gun.  My face was wet. 

    “An amusing little toy,” he commented.  “I trust you are rested?” 

    “I wouldn’t shay sho.  Thay tho.”  I grunted and exaggerated the correct sibilants.  “Sssssay.  Ssssso.” 

    “Not doing so well with the concussion, I take it?” he asked.  I continued to slur a bit as I answered. 

    “The raised blood pressure in my head might have something to do with it.” 

    “A fair point, but I’m afraid I don’t have anything to tie you to if I lay you down.  I’m improvising, as you can see.” 

    “Yeah, got that.” 

    “To business.  What were you doing in 1959?” 

    “Believe it or not, trying to stay out of history’s way.” 

    “I don’t believe it.” 

    “Okay.” 

    “Explain,” he ordered. 

    “You don’t have to believe it.” 

    Alden’s lips pressed to a thin line. 

    “Explain what you mean by ‘staying out of history’s way’,” he elaborated. 

    “Have you had a chance to look around here?  Get a feel for the place?” 

    “Not much.  I had trouble getting through your time-portal without being detected.  The young lady you have guarding it isn’t sufficient, but she is annoyingly persistent.” 

    “Is she all right?” 

    “I presume so.  She wasn’t there on one of my attempts, so I seized the moment.  I couldn’t figure out how to adjust the arrival time or I would have bypassed her more easily.” 

    “Ah.  It’s more an art than a science.” 

    “One which interests me deeply, among other things.  We’ll come back to what I want.  Right now, you’re telling me about this time and place?” 

    “It’s not like 1959.” 

    “Indeed.” 

    “No, I mean it’s gone downhill in a number of ways.” 

    “Not from what I’ve seen.” 

    “You haven’t seen enough.  This time has serious problems.  Sure, it’s got all-new technology and you think that would make everything better.  It doesn’t.  It’s barely keeping up with the massive population increases.  On top of this, new technology means new weapons, which means new political rivalries.  Oh, and new technology means new tensions over the required resources to build them.  The world has grown more complex, more cutthroat, and more brutal.” 

    “Nonsense.  Every single improvement in the quality of life can be directly attributed to advances in technology.  The wheel, fire, the wedge, agriculture, medicine—it all adds to human ability, improving the whole.” 

    “Are you old enough to have observed this first-hand?” 

    “Some of it.  It’s a logical extrapolation.” 

    “A funny point of view coming from someone like yourself.” 

    “A preacher?” 

    “No.  Whatever you are.” 

    His eyebrows rose. 

    “You don’t know what I am?  I should be offended.” 

    “I had other things on my mind.” 

    “I’ll see for myself, later.” 

    “You wish.” 

    He leaned forward, elbows on knees, hands clasped, and smiled at me in a fashion so unfriendly it could have been one of mine. 

    “Penetrating your mental defenses, even when you are unconscious, is quite a daunting task.  Nevertheless, I will eventually succeed, if I choose to make it a project.  Which brings me to my proposition.  Perhaps I need not do so.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “As you can see from the floor, I, too, have some mastery of the magical arts.” 

    I kept my mouth shut.  I doubted he could make out the expression on my face.  “Mastery” my ass.  I’m not sure if Jon would have thrown him out as an incompetent boob or made him write each of the useful symbols a hundred times. 

    “My father’s bloodline,” he went on, “gave me the power to sway hearts and minds, but no real affinity for those forces you seem to work with at will.  To that end, I wish to understand all I can of how such forces are controlled.” 

    “What does this have to do with me hanging like a side of meat?” 

    “I’ve already obtained much knowledge from others.  Magicians are few and far between, and, individually, know little.  Those with enough knowledge to be worthwhile refused to share it.  Since they would not share their knowledge, I was forced to take what I could.” 

    “And you’re planning to repeat the process in the near future?” 

    “Not if I can help it,” he assured me.  “In such a struggle, I do not gain all there is to gain.  It is like wresting a cake from a unwilling baker.  If you win, you have some of a cake, bits and pieces of a cake, but not a cake.” 

    “I understand how it works.  You want me to take you on as an apprentice?” 

    “That would not be ideal, but it would be acceptable.  I would rather discuss a quicker and—if you do not resist—more effective way.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “I can extract a gestalt of your experiences if you cooperate.  I would learn what you know without damage or loss to yourself.  We would re-live your life, or those portions of it where your learning and usage of magic is involved, so I could learn as you learned, gain the experiences you experienced.”  He smiled, a warm, friendly smile.  “It’s an ideal outcome.  One can have the cake and eat it, too, as it were.” 

    “You want me to open my mind to you so you can rummage around in my memories to gain my knowledge of magic.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “No.” 

    “Be reasonable,” he chided.  “You know it is only a matter of time before I break down the defenses of your mind.” 

    “How many years will it take?  What percentage of my knowledge will you lose?” 

    I noticed a slight twitch by his right eye.  I don’t think he liked the question.  I think he wasn’t sure he could break down my defenses in any practical length of time.  Practical from his perspective, I mean.  Days?  Weeks?  How long would he invest in the project? 

    In reality, he had until sunset, but he didn’t know that.  He was probably thinking in terms of how long I could hang there without dying, as well as the logistics of regular meals. 

    “Your defenses are formidable,” he agreed, “even when you are unconscious.  However, the issue at hand is this.  I do not want to break your mind open and attempt to catch whatever knowledge escapes.  You possess a power over mystic forces beyond any I have ever seen.  I want it, to whatever limits my own abilities will permit.  I do not necessarily wish to deprive you of hard-won knowledge, nor is it necessary to do so, if you will cooperate.  I merely want to understand it for myself.  Is that so unreasonable?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Why?” 

    “Because some of the powers I possess are too dangerous even for me.” 

    Alden sat back in the chair and pulled at one cheek, thinking.  I wondered how he would take it.  Would it encourage him, making my knowledge something he absolutely had to have?  Or would the idea give him pause? 

    “What sort of power were you born with?” he asked, instead. 

    “I don’t understand.” 

    “I have seen the medical reports.  You, too, are not fully human, but you are substantially different.  More animalistic.” 

    “Gee, thanks.” 

    “More predatory, then, if it makes you feel better.  Of what sphere and order was your father?” 

    “Why?” 

    “I am interested in your lineage.” 

    “Why?” 

    “Your ancestry determines much of your powers.  So, tell me of your father.” 

    “Dad was a pretty decent guy.” 

    Alden frowned before an idea struck him.  He leaned forward intently. 

    “Was your father a human?  Could that be?” 

    “As far as I know.” 

    “It would take so long…” he said, leaning back in his chair again, talking half to himself.  “Mortal seed in an immortal womb?  Could it have such primitive, even atavistic effects?  I would think the reverse would be more likely, but it might act as a corrupting, even atavistic influence…” 

    “If you say so.” 

    “Come to that, did you start with powers?  Or were you a physical prodigy?” 

    “Still not sure what you mean.” 

    “Your birthright is of mortal and immortal power.  You clearly possess considerable physical and psychic prowess, but do you have a talent?  A singular ability?  We all have some of the same talents, albeit to a greater or lesser degree.  The strength to lay one’s will upon another, the physical might of our bloodline, the capacity to see the blazing heart inside the flesh, and so on.  Could it be your particular talent to manipulate earthly forces and so influence the world?  Or is your immortal heritage devoted mainly to physical might, and magic is something any of us might learn?” 

    “How do you know anything about it?” 

    “Normal people, even limp ones, aren’t as hard to carry as you are.  I had a devil of a time carrying you out of the building, not to mention getting you hung up properly.” 

    I didn’t say anything.  The idea he could simply hoist me over a shoulder and carry me was more than a trifle disturbing.  Then again, I did hit him in the face rather hard, once, with no worse result than a nosebleed.  I should have kept a sample and analyzed it.  Hindsight.  Dammit.  In my defense, I didn’t think I’d need to.  I thought he was strictly a local and, once we left, would no longer be my problem. 

    “No comment?” he asked. 

    “As far as I know, I wasn’t born with any special powers.  I learned magic over time.” 

    “‘Over time,’” he repeated, and chuckled.  His face lit up.  “I just realized,” he went on.  “You still haven’t answered my question.  Why were you in 1959?” 

    “Oh, that,” I sighed, tiredly.  “Look, you remember the young lady.  You’ve already seen her.  My daughter.  I wanted to raise her in an era more… what’s the word?  Old-fashioned?  Moral?  Idyllic?  I’m not sure how to describe it.  This modern world is no Utopia.  It’s a mess.  Your time was slower, more relaxed, less complicated.  Bubonic?  Colonic?  Bucolic, that’s the word.  It was a good time for her to grow up.” 

    He stroked his jaw some more, regarding me and thinking.  He needed a shave.  How long had he been awake?  All day?  All day and then some?  How tired was he?  It might be important. 

    He turned away from me and regarded one of the zombie-like homeless guys he’d brought in.  Without a word, the man knelt and removed a his knit cap, revealing a mat of unwashed hair.  Alden didn’t care.  He faced the kneeling man, applied fingertips all along the sides of his head, and looked into his eyes. 

    No doubt powerful psychic forces were unleashed.  I was concussed and inside a half-price magic circle.  I listened, but didn’t hear a thing. 

    It went on for a while.  I pretended to pass out again by retreating into my headspace.  If he was going to waste time on this, I was going to spend it encouraging my brain to be in the best shape it could be. 

    I sat at my head-desk and called up a display of my corporeal self.  There was still a lot wrong. I wasn’t getting any input from my right foot from the ankle down.  Or up, in this case.  The rest of it was mostly okay, with certain localized issues.  The missing fingers were minor, in the larger scheme of things.  The aching shoulders?  Almost immaterial.  The open, skin-free area on my chest?  Not worth mentioning.  But my head!  Oh, it was crimson with red alerts. 

    For the moment, putting the finishing touches on broken face-bones wasn’t something I felt to be the best use of my time and available energy.  I’d have to suffer.  I should keep my healing spells, what there was of them, focused on things more likely to make a difference.  My brain and the corresponding blood vessels are soft tissue, more amenable to direct manipulation and immediate repair. 

    Of course, being upside-down all this time wasn’t helping.  The thing I really wanted to avoid was springing a leak and bleeding into my brain.  In this position, I could die quickly.  Then, come sunset, it could be awful for everybody. 

    Hang on a minute. 

    Can I die? 

    I have to establish a village, rule it, and eventually make Sasha.  If that’s my destiny, is it even possible for me to die?  Or is it possible, although horribly disastrous for the space-time continuum?  Would killing me do awful things to the future of everybody? 

    Wait, wait, wait.  Is there anything that says I have to be alive to do all this?  Sasha never really said I was a living nightlord at the time.  Could I be a dead vampire, coming out only at night, while she was the only one who could be abroad by day?  Or, no, the peasants came during the day, didn’t they?  Might I have developed spells to be animate during the day as long as I stayed out of the sunlight? 

    How badly would my mortal death affect future history? 

    I suppressed my academic curiosity with ease.  Whether or not I can die is interesting, but we have definitely established I can suffer. 

    So, brain and blood vessels.  Recuperate the one from being bashed around inside the skull, reinforce the other to keep all the blood where it’s supposed to be.  There’s something you don’t see a vampire doing every day.  Night.  During a period of activity. 

      

    Alden got my attention by using the squirt pistol again.  It would be more effective if I didn’t have a nose filled with coagulated cement, but it was enough to get me to come out.  Or recover consciousness, from his point of view. 

    I opened my working eye and looked around, moving my head carefully. 

    “Oh.  Right.  This isn’t a bad dream?” 

    “I’m afraid not.” 

    “Damn.  What time is it?” 

    He checked his watch and frowned. 

    “I’m not certain.  I haven’t reset my watch to the local time.” 

    “From the feel of my head, I’ve been hanging here for days.” 

    “I assure you, it’s only been a few hours.” 

    “Dandy.  Where am I, anyway?” 

    “Does it matter?” 

    “Guess not.”  I glanced at the flunky with the thousand-yard stare, then at the one lying on the floor.  “They all right?” 

    “They are unharmed, more or less.  The one on the floor has a limited amount of memory damage.  The other has not suffered at all.  He’s simply following orders.” 

    “I see.  What did you do to him?” 

    “First of all, I ask the questions,” he pointed out.  “It’s the nature of an interrogation.  Second, since I am a reasonable person and desire a reasonable discussion, I will answer your latest question.  I have suppressed in Nicholas the capacity to generate thought.  He simply isn’t thinking.  As I said, he is unharmed, and his ability will gradually return to normal over time.  In the meantime, whatever I think at him he will take for his own thoughts and therefore act accordingly.” 

    “Fantastic.  Actually, I was asking about the other guy.  The fingers-on-the-head routine.” 

    “Pardon me.  I misunderstood.” 

    “No, my fault.  Not being exact.” 

    “Understandable.  I sought to confirm your statements about this era.  He is not as well-versed in the finer points of the culture as one might wish, however.” 

    “Not someone who lives in it so much as lives beneath it?” 

    “Exactly.  His perceptions are skewed.  Even allowing for this, I am willing to provisionally accept your claim of wishing to find a more suitable environment for child-rearing.” 

    “You’re sush a thport.”  I worked my mouth and tongue as though trying to regain fine control, but I didn’t actually have to slur my words.  “Sush.  Such.  A.  Sport.” 

    “I’m glad you think so.  Now, do you have anything further you wish to ask in order to delay answering my questions?” 

    “Kinda.  It’s related.  You took knowledge from him.  He wasn’t resisting.  Why can’t you break down my mental defenses, turn me into a zombie, and pick through the wreckage in the same way?” 

    “You have mental defenses.  He did not.  Your mind resists and I will have to break through that resistance.  If I break the resistance, I also break the mind.” 

    “Ah.  If you break the egg with a hammer, you scramble the egg.”  I kept my mouth shut about mental defense spells.  They aren’t generated by my mind.  Breaking them wouldn’t—or shouldn’t—hurt my mind in any material way, but it suddenly seemed a very good idea he not know that. 

    “Exactly,” he agreed.  “And, of course, there is no putting the egg back together again.” 

    “That a threat?” 

    “A fact,” he corrected, smiling.  His smile went away and he leaned forward, almost to the edge of the circle.  “And, yes, a threat.  You will surrender the knowledge I want or I will take what I can from the shattered pieces of your mind.  I would prefer to have your cooperation.  I will gain what I want, you will be unharmed, and we can each go our way.  I have no problem sharing the world with a dozen of our kind.  I have no objection to continuing to share it with you in this era.  If I have the ability to travel in time, I may go so far as to find another year, one more suitable to my tastes.  But make no mistake: If you do not give me what I want, I will take what I can get.  Do you understand me?” 

    “Oh, yes.  I understand.  And I hope you won’t take this the wrong way…” 

    “Yes?” 

    “Go fuck yourself.” 

    “I beg your pardon?” he demanded, sitting up straight. 

    I repeated my suggestion to his wide-eyed face and added, “Reverend, you’ve got balls as big as church bells, and solid brass ones, to boot.  You barged into my house, remained in spite of being ordered off the property, followed me through a portal, cold-cocked me in the face with a baseball bat—” 

    “Cast-iron skillet.” 

    “—hit me in the face,” I corrected, “strung me up like a side of beef, and now you have the brassy, unmitigated gall to ask me to teach you magic?” 

    “It’s nothing so difficult as teaching,” he replied, reasonably.  “It would take not more than one night, with your cooperation, and would cost you nothing.” 

    “You want me to do you a mitzvah.” 

    “Yes,” he agreed, smirking. 

    “Do you have special trousers?” 

    “I don’t understand.” 

    “How can you walk with testicles that big?” 

    Then I heard it.  At first, I wasn’t sure I heard it, but I had several seconds of his stunned silence in which to listen intently.  Yes, there it was, in the distance. 

    “I take it your answer is a final and definitive ‘no’.” 

    “To do this as a favor?  To give you the benefit of all my years of study and work simply for the asking?  You’re damned right I’m saying ‘no’.” 

    Alden started to say something, checked himself, and pondered.  He stroked his cheek again, leaning back in the metal chair and regarding me appraisingly. 

    “You’re saying your knowledge is a valuable commodity.” 

    “It is.  Do you deny it?” 

    “No.  No, not at all.  You are quite correct.  It is valuable, and I do value it.” 

    He continued to regard me as he thought it over.  He rose, paced, clasped his hands.  I’ve never seen someone thinking that hard outside a mirror frame. 

    “When I seized my opportunity, it seemed to me I had all the justice in the world on my side.  After the injuries and indignities you inflicted on me, all this seemed only fair.  However, I may have overstepped.  I am repaid for your insolence and discourtesy.  You have no further debt to me.” 

    “I disagree.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “You came onto my property, violated my territory, attempted to impose your will.  You were rude in the extreme and deserved everything you got.  All that you have done to me here has placed you in my debt.  You owe me for these injuries, indignities—and thefts.” 

    “Hmm.”  He paused in his pacing to give my viewpoints some consideration.  I hated him more for it.  What I wanted was for him to be utterly egotistical and unreasonable so I could feel good about pulling individual bones out of him while he watched.  Now he was considering my viewpoint.  He might even be trying to figure out a way to actually negotiate.  I’m not sure I could have done it, and I hated him for making me feel small. 

    On the other hand, if he was willing to think it over, I was perfectly content to raise his hopes and stall for time.  I had an excellent reason for stalling. 

    Something echoed from outside.  From the sound of it, there was an open area behind me, a doorway to a tunnel, maybe?  We were definitely underground—the subway told me that much—but the concrete-and-steel echoes confirmed it.  This wasn’t just a basement near a subway line.  This was undercity real estate, possibly below even the subway tunnels. 

    Despite the echoes, I recognized the sound.  It was a hunting howl.  It was a noise like a pack of timber wolves with a full moon, only deeper, echoing through the tunnels.  Something in the primitive section of the human brain registers the howling as a danger.  It raises hackles.  It releases adrenalin.  It makes people channel the spirits of their monkey ancestors.  They want to climb the tallest tree in sight or sprint for the nearest one. 

    Oh, yes, I know that howl.  Someone was getting tummy rubs tonight! 

    Alden, whatever his immortal ancestry, clearly had monkeys in the family tree.  His gazed snapped away and behind me.  For a single instant, his face was a mixture of surprise and fear.  He got control of his features and signaled his two… servants?  Flunkies?  Slaves?  Whatever, they hurried out of the room and out of my sight. 

    “We’re not done, Mr. Kent,” he said, and followed his servants out. 

    I waited.  No doubt Alden was correct about not being done.  No, whatever he intended, I promised myself we weren’t done. 

      

    Gus was the first thing in the room.  He bounded in, skidded to a halt, and sniffed at the circle on the floor.  He didn’t cross the circle—he’s a smart dog, and we’ve had a lot of training on Things You Don’t Do in a magical household—but he did race around it.  He faced me and barked his happy bark, skipping back and forth just at the edge.  He had a fair amount of blood around his muzzle.  Good dog! 

    Behind him came two armored figures.  I recognized the outfits.  Phoebe made hand signals at Jason and Gus.  Gus whined a bit, but they took off back the way they came.  Phoebe looked at the circle.  She considered it carefully for several seconds, moved to a particular arc, and scuffed out a segment with the toe of her boot.  Nothing untoward happened, but I felt a surge of forces as the spell came undone.  She moved the buckets out of the way and pulled a chair behind me. 

    As she did so, her jacket came unzipped all on its own.  She made an exasperated noise and took it off.  She slapped it up against me and it stuck.  It seemed happy to see me as it wrapped around and spread slowly over me. 

    “Hang tough, Pop.  I’ll get you down.” 

    “You won’t be able to lower me.” 

    “It’s only two feet to the floor.” 

    “Put a chair under me.  I’ll take it on my shoulders.  I need to avoid any more whacks to the head.” 

    “Can do.” 

    The bindings around my hands came apart under her ministrations.  The tape, rope, and the chain link all parted before her knife.  I still wore the handcuffs, but only as bracelets.  I lowered my arms and could touch the floor.  Phoebe moved the heavier chair into position so I had something to hold on to when she cut me loose. 

    “He’s padlocked you in place,” she observed, balancing on the back of the folding chair and hanging on to a pipe. 

    “Inconsiderate of him to take the keys.” 

    “Give me a minute.” 

    “Picking the locks?” 

    “Nope.  I enchanted a knife a while ago.  I’m proud of it.” 

    It took a little sawing, but she eventually cut through enough links to free me.  One by one, the chains unwrapped from my ankle and I took my weight on my arms, folding, tucking, and flopping to the floor. 

    My head never touched a thing.  Go, me! 

    I lay there for several seconds, breathing slowly and deeply, while my blood rushed around in ways it hadn’t managed in quite a while.  My ankle and foot were still numb, but, with a little luck, would hurt like hell in a few minutes.  With this thought in mind, I told my healing spell to focus on the foot. 

    “That’s a nice knife,” I observed. 

    “I took inspiration from Angrist and your saber.  It’s a great tool for opening locked doors.” 

    “How do you keep it in the sheath?” 

    “Magnets.” 

    “It doesn’t cut through the sheath?” 

    “The enchantment only activates when I’m holding it.” 

    A series of over-engineered saber-scabbards paraded past my mind’s eye. 

    While I reviewed my failings as an engineer, Phoebe knelt next to me and held one hand over the gory patch of not-skin on my chest.  My cloak hadn’t worked up to it, but my brand-new underwear was still spreading up and down.  She muttered and waved the other hand, drawing power from one of her crystals.  Immediately, my wound felt better.  It also started to itch abominably as the tissues began regenerating much more quickly. 

    “I was going to do a wound-closure, but there’s not enough skin,” Phoebe told me.  “It’s too wide.” 

    “You did great.  I’ll teach you the technique for it later.  Don’t waste any more effort on it.” 

    “What do I do about your fingers,” she asked, worried, “or your foot?” 

    “Nothing.  There’s nothing worth doing.  We’ll wait until sunset.” 

    “I can at least stop them hurting.” 

    “Go ahead.”  I didn’t argue with her.  The pain from my hands was mostly ghost pain.  My brain insisted I had two fingers on fire.  Nevertheless, I was prepared to valiantly lie there and be ministered to. 

    Phoebe worked on me for several minutes, double-checking my wounds, adding power to my own healing spells, even doing a bit of bone-welding to pull my face into the right shape.  It didn’t do anything for the swelling, but at least I had my head on straight.  I let her do it while I concentrated on not showing how much it hurt to have the dent in my face popped out.  It wasn’t easy. 

    Jason came back with Gus.  Gus bounced over to me and did his best to lick my face off. 

    “Gone,” Jason announced. 

    “Gone?” Phoebe demanded. 

    “We lost him in an underghetto.  Too many bodies, too many stinks.  I think he deliberately knocked over soup pots or whatever to cloud his trail.  It annoyed your dog considerably.  Any idea who he is?” 

    “Reverend Adam Alden,” I supplied, temporarily restraining the slobber attack by using both hands to hold him back, and to scratch all along his head and neck.  He loves that.  Gus’s tail swung back and forth like a fluffy club. 

    “Who?” 

    “He’s a psychic priest who can control minds.” 

    “Oh,” Jason replied.  Strangely, he didn’t have anything to add. 

    “Any more lunatics?” Phoebe inquired. 

    “No.  What do we do with the bodies?” 

    “I don’t know,” Phoebe admitted.  “I don’t kill people.” 

    Jason snorted. 

    “Is this your way of saying, ‘You killed them, you clean up’?” he asked. 

    “Yes.” 

    “Fine,” he sighed.  “Gus.  Come, boy.” 

    At Jason’s word, Gus paused and cocked his head at me.  I gave him the go-ahead and Gus trotted happily after Jason.  At least someone was having a good time.  Possibly everyone but me. 

    Phoebe told me to lie still as she took off after Jason.  She was back in a moment with a couple of familiar-looking coats, now somewhat bloodstained around new perforations, and the cleaner of the two pairs of pants.  I wasn’t dressed, but I had pants, coats for a bedroll, and my slowly-changing cloak spreading under it all like a second skin.  At least I was decent and relatively warm.  Phoebe moved a crate next to a wall and helped me sit against it.  It was a good height to let me tilt my head back over the upper edge and stretch my aching neck. 

    “How are you feeling?” 

    “Oh, I’m fine,” I lied.  “I’ll be better when the sun goes down.” 

    Phoebe peeled back a Velcro cover and checked her watch.  I was glad I gave it to her.  I got out of the habit of wearing a watch.  It’s anachronistic at least half the time.  Besides, with the most recent versions of my ring and the amulet— 

    Grr.  My former most recent versions.  Alden took them, the bastard.  I’m going to have to do something about that. 

    “That’ll be about an hour, give or take,” she told me. 

    “Peachy.” 

    “I don’t suppose you can tell me what’s going on?” 

    “I’d rather hear how you came to find me.” 

    “My apartment door opened, so the alarm went off.  I’ve got to redesign it,” she confessed.  “It goes off whenever someone tries to open the door.  I didn’t consider it necessary to have a function telling me if they broke the locking spell or not.” 

    “The beta version is almost always better than the prototype.  If the door was magically sealed, how did he get out?” 

    “It will always open from the inside.  I didn’t want to find myself trapped in my apartment with no way out but a gate spell.” 

    “Thoughtful.  Go on.” 

    She excused herself from class and came straight home to discover the place was ransacked.  Since there was blood on the floor, she tried to scry on the owner of the blood and couldn’t find him.  Since this indicated magical protection, she tried to call me.  When I didn’t answer, she fetched Gus. 

    Gus took a sniff of the blood and informed her it was mine.  That’s when she spent a minute suppressing panic. 

    “Pop, for the first time in my life, I didn’t have you behind me.  It was a weird feeling.  It was like I was a pier, you know, with all those pilings driven into the seabed?  Suddenly I wasn’t mounted on anything, just afloat.” 

    “I sympathize.  Good practice, though.  You’re almost a grown woman.  You need to practice being independent.” 

    “Will you stop with the life lessons, Pop?  I almost lost you!” 

    “He didn’t want to kill me.” 

    “I didn’t know that!” 

    “Come here.”  She sat down next to me and I held her until the shaking stopped.  “No matter what happens, you’ve got me, kiddo.  Even if something awful turns me—physically—into a large pile of cutlets, your Uncle Dusty will always watch over you.  And Bronze, and Gus, and maybe even Firebrand, if you’ll take it out for a slaughter every so often.”  Assuming they survive whatever killed me, I didn’t add. 

    “I want you, Pop.” 

    “I’m not going to lie.  I can be killed.  Until then, I’ll always do my best for you.” 

    “Promise?” 

    “Okay.  Promise.” 

    “Good.  How are you feeling?” she asked. 

    “I’ve felt worse.” 

    “I don’t even want to think about how that’s possible.” 

    She checked her watch again.  Not a lot of time had passed. 

    “What happened next?” I prompted.  “After Gus identified me.” 

    “I remembered you always said the first thing to do is not panic.  So I did my best not to panic for longer than a minute.  Once I had that sorted, I had Gus track you down through the building, into the service areas, and to an access door in a sub-basement of the parking garage.  Then I called up Jason.  We loaded up for a raid and followed Gus.” 

    Phoebe chuckled. 

    “We got a lot of odd looks,” she admitted.  “There are people on trains, on platforms, on the slidewalks, and city workers in the tunnels and people who live down here.  I think they would have been worried about us as terrorists, except for these.”  She moved away from me and turned around.  A stick-on patch on her back had big, white letters: D.E.A. 

    “Jason’s idea?” I asked. 

    “Oh, yes.  I wanted F.B.I., but he said our cover would be raiding bandos—his word for gangs—so D.E.A. was more appropriate.” 

    “It probably worked out for the best.  You two were following a dog.  They use dogs to sniff out drugs.” 

    “Hey, I didn’t think of that!” 

    “Your old man is usually a smartass, but sometimes a smarty.” 

    “Indeed you are.” 

    “Which one?” 

    “Yes.  So we followed Gus.  We encountered sentries or guards—weirdos who tried to stop us, but weren’t too enthusiastic about it.  They tried, but they didn’t try as hard as they could.  We caught one and I tried to talk to him, but he didn’t have anything to say.  I got the impression he wasn’t right in the head.” 

    “You were right.  I thought I heard you coming.  I’m glad I was right, too.” 

    “You sound tired, Pop.  Anything I can do for you?” 

    “Got any water?” 

    “No. I’m sorry.  I can get you some.” 

    “It’ll wait.  You’re right about me being tired though.  Since I’m mildly concussed, I shouldn’t sleep,” I told her.  “I can, however, step into my headspace.  Do you mind?” 

    “Not at all, Pop.  I’ll guard you.” 

    I stepped inside and did more manual control on my pain and injury responses.  Dehydration wasn’t really an issue just yet and, pretty shortly, wouldn’t matter.  I’d get a lot of fluids in a hurry. 

      

    Sunset was a bear.  An angry one.  It mauled me mercilessly.  Skin writhed over the flayed section of my chest.  Bones crackled and popped as they came back into alignment.  My ankle?  Yeah, hanging from chains for several hours didn’t do it any favors.  Power pumped slowly down through the arteries, spreading through what was probably necrotic tissue by now, restoring it.  Still dead, at the moment, but rapidly improving. 

    Why does dead flesh get better, but if I die, I wind up an undead?  I suspect it has something to do with the departure of the soul.  How far can this go?  If someone puts my brain in a tank—alive—do I grow a whole new body and go about my business?  Or do I need a flesh-and-blood heart, too?  Last I checked, a wooden stake through my heart pauses my regeneration. 

    I don’t want to test any of this. 

    The finger-stumps tingled and healed over, but they didn’t immediately grow back.  Given an evening to myself, they would regenerate, but until then, Eric Eightfinger was another name I could add to my list.  I should probably make a list.  I’ve lost track of all the things I’ve been called.  I’m not even including the insults. 

    I came out of my headspace after the various biological alerts shut down.  I sat up more fully, resisting the urge to scratch at the freshly-regenerated places.  Since my cloak spent the last hour becoming a jumpsuit, complete with boots, the byproducts of my transformation crawled down and drained away through a hole in one heel.  Not a hole through the boot to the floor, but a hole leading away. 

    “Everything okay, Pop?” 

    “I think so.”  I stood up and stretched.  I removed the salvaged clothing as my cloak rippled into a semblance of black boots, jeans, and T-shirt.  

    “How do you feel?” 

    “Hungry.” 

    “There’s my cue to get Jason and head back up,” she decided.  She didn’t want to be around for what was coming. 

    “Not that hungry,” I reassured her.  Jason stuck his head in. 

    “Hey, do you guys smell something?  Phew!  It smells like something died in here.” 

    Phoebe and I traded a look. 

    “It’s okay,” Phoebe reassured him.  “Pop’s feeling better, so he’s going to try walking out.  No stretcher, no wheelchair, just one more pedestrian.” 

    “Good,” he nodded.  “The less attention we grab, the better.” 

    “I’ll be ready after I finish my conversation,” I told him.  He nodded again and took it as a hint.  He vanished through the doorway. 

    “I’m mostly down on blood,” I told Phoebe, quietly.  “I could use some vital force, but it’s the physical side that needs tending to.  Find me a butcher shop.” 

    Phoebe pulled out a phone, tapped it for a moment. 

    “The ten closest butcher shops are all to the south and west.” 

    “How the hell do you get signal down here?” 

    “Micro-gate to the apartment, Pop.  Zeno relays it so the GPS always registers my phone use at my place.  Jason says it’s good alibi material and I agree.” 

    “We may have to keep him.  May I see?”  She presented me with her phone and I regarded the map with care.  All I would need to do was get close.  My nose would guide me the rest of the way. 

    “Okay.  Thank you.  What are you planning to do?” 

    “While you eat, we’ll question people in the area.  I didn’t know if you wanted him around for the whole day/night thing.  And he’s wearing a psychic shield, just in case.”  She touched one of the stud earrings she wore.  “These are for me, really, but I figured I could redirect my spare one at him and he would be none the wiser.  He does still think all this is bleeding-edge technology, right?” 

    “Wise daughter.  I’m proud of you.  Yes, he probably does, but I have my doubts about how long we can keep the idea plausible.  He’s becoming more comfortable, I think, with the idea of supernatural entities roaming the world.  He’s going to start thinking about magic, eventually.” 

    “It’s a sufficiently advanced technology, Pop.” 

    “Thank you, Miss Clarke.  I’m going out to dinner.  Do you need anything?” 

    “Only your unconditional love and acceptance.” 

    “You should ask for something difficult.” 

    “Maybe it’s not difficult, Pop, but it is rare.” 

    “For most people, I agree.  I’ll probably be gone for a while.  I want to get a drink, find my stuff, and hunt down Alden.” 

    “How did he get here, anyway?  Or is he a local version?  A native.” 

    “He’s the one we met in Shasta.  He somehow snuck through to this world.  He thinks your mirror is a time portal from his decade to this one.  I’m okay with him being wrong about the time-travel versus universe-travel thing, so if you meet him before I murder him, don’t correct him.” 

    “How did he get through?  I thought you destroyed the whole house.” 

    “That’ll take some explaining,” I said, recognizing a looming guilt trip.  “I’m off to—damn.”  I felt the urgings of my hunger pangs, but I also wanted to examine the containment circle.  Which one would wait?  “No, first, I want a closer look at his diagram.” 

    “It’s a peculiar one, Pop.  I’ve been looking at it.” 

    I examined it with care, adding the rest of it to my mental image.  Many of the ideograms were things I recognized, others were not. 

    I once thought every world had its own magical alphabet.  My understanding has grown over the years.  While it’s true there are subtle variations in the ideal forms of magical icons in each world, the difference isn’t extreme.  It’s less like different alphabets than it is different fonts.  Or maybe every world has a specific handwriting?  Regardless, they’re all using the same letters. 

    My magical handwriting tends to be less writing and more typing.  After exposure to a few hundred different variations, I’m using Courier New instead of cursive.  As a result, Phoebe does, too.  She benefits from my long experience. 

    This containment circle was definitely a handwritten thing, but most of the symbols were identifiable.  It was a containment diagram and a rather crude one.  What puzzled me were the symbols I didn’t recognize.  Now that I was fully conscious and unimpaired—aside from some urgent requests for nourishment—I studied the whole thing. 

    “Got any chalk?” I asked.  Phoebe shook her head.  I nodded and improvised with talons, scratching lines where chalk lines were broken.  I touched it up, stepped outside, and closed the circle again.  It flickered into being and steadied. 

    “It’s a wall, Pop.” 

    “You’re right.  But what do these do?” I asked, pointing. 

    “They don’t have power running through them.  So… nothing?” 

    “Then why are they there?” 

    “Got me.  Could they be symbolic accretions?” 

    “I don’t follow,” I admitted. 

    “If I put an occult diagram on a cave wall, will it hurt the diagram if someone adds a picture of a hunter?  Or a stick-figure cow?” 

    “If they don’t touch the existing lines?  Possibly, but not necessarily.” 

    “This could be a very old, traditional occult diagram, passed down through the ages by people who don’t understand it.  Someone may have copied it wrong, or added the occasional holy symbol or occult sigil or a couple of wavy lines.” 

    “I’m surprised it still works,” I decided.  “You’d think they’d have screwed it up by now.” 

    “Maybe they used it and it didn’t work, so they went back to an older version.” 

    “Could be.  It’s possible they can tell if it works or not, but not why.” 

    “Either the car starts or it doesn’t?” 

    “Something like that.  Take out symbol A, put in your stylized initials, and it fails.  Whups.  Let’s put it back.  It works, so leave that alone.  Where else can I be egotistical and record my egotism in the sacred diagram without ruining it?” 

    “Maybe.” 

    “Study it.  See what you can figure out.” 

    “Sure.” 

    “See you soon.” 

    I headed up through the tunnels of the city, looking for open sky and a meat market. 

      

    Back at Phoebe’s place, I buzzed her apartment and we spoke a moment.  She let me in and I headed up. 

    The living room was largely in order.  If it had been disarrayed, the furniture was now on its feet.  Some of the knickknacks were missing, most notably several of her smaller crystal pieces.  Power crystals?  Stolen by Alden?  Maybe.  Probably.  At least he didn’t take the electromagical transformers.  If everything was fully charged, they wouldn’t be running.  Either that, or he didn’t understand they were power sources. 

    The dining area was also intact, but the kitchen was still something of a mess.  The counters were loaded with most of the cabinet contents.  The sink had every scrap of silverware.  The dishwasher was already running. 

    The dishwasher’s hum made me wonder.  Jason is aware of werewolves and is wearing a suit of armor ready for comic books.  Third-world dictators would offer enormous fortunes, concessions, and possibly their daughters for one.  Yet, Phoebe was running a dishwasher.  Why? 

    My brain flicked through the card index of possible reasons, selected one, and chucked it forward.  Phoebe worked for me.  I was the source of all the magical shenanigans.  I create magical equipment.  This display of mundane activity implies all she does is use it, just like Jason.  She doesn’t know anything more about it than he does.  Yes, that might very well be the tack she was taking.  I decided to run it past Phoebe on the family psychic network— 

    I was mobbed by Gus, who ignored the butcher-shop doggie bag in favor of putting paws on my chest and licking my face again.  I put the bag on an end table and ruffled his fur, scratched him with all ten of my fingernails, and told him he was a Good Dog!  Yes!  The best! 

    He accepted the praise, dropped to all fours, snatched the bag in his teeth, and quick-stepped into the kitchen with it. 

    He is also a clever son of a bitch. 

    Phoebe followed up where Gus left off, grabbing me and squeezing me for all she was worth.  I hugged her in return, mostly because she seemed to need it.  I have to remind myself that no matter how grown-up and self-reliant she might seem, she’s still my little girl.  Which is weird, because I also have to remind myself that no matter how much she’s still my little girl, she’s very grown-up and self-reliant.  I guess I’m going to be wrong no matter which way I go. 

    This is why parenting is good for me.  I’m getting used to paradoxes. 

    Phoebe eventually let me breathe despite the fact I didn’t need to.  She led me to the dining table so the three of us—her, me, and Jason—could sit around it. 

    “I got maps from Zeno,” she began.  “These are of my building, the tunnels and accessways under it, and most of the tunnels connecting to them for a ten-block radius.  We’ve retraced Alden’s route from my door to where we found you and we’re trying to anticipate where he went.” 

    “We know he went through here,” Jason added, pointing out something.  I think it was a tunnel used by an older subway system.  “Beyond this, there are several ways he could have gone.  Our problem is we don’t know what he wants.” 

    “We were hoping you learned something from him, Pop.” 

    “And I’ll be delighted to help.  First, let me get a change of clothes, please.  I didn’t expect to walk into a planning session.” 

    “Sure.” 

    “We could use a holographic display,” Jason said.  “The levels and relationships are hard to visualize from the maps.  If you’ve got one, that is.” 

    “I’ll pick one up,” I offered.  Phoebe and Jason nodded, which left me with a minor quandary.  Do I demonstrate powers in front of him or not? 

    Screw it.  This was a training wheels world for Phoebe, at least in my opinion.  Now, though?  Alden’s presence, motives, and abilities changed everything.  I do not like this man.  I do not think I even can.  I like him less than e-mail spam.  I’m going to hit him, wham-wham-wham.  I truly do not like this man. 

    “Phoebe?” 

    “Pop?” she replied, glancing up. 

    “I’ve tried to stay out of your business and to let you do whatever you think is reasonable here.” 

    “Yes, Pop.” 

    “Now, however, I am deeply annoyed with this Alden guy.” 

    “Pop, if you’re only annoyed with him, you’ll walk away.  You’re more than annoyed.  You’re so frosted at this pulpit-pounder you could freeze mercury.” 

    “I’m just saying I may do things that attract undeserved attention to you.” 

    “I understand,” she said.  “Go ahead.” 

    “You know what it could mean?” 

    “I know.  But Zeno will help me and you can draw most of the official fire before you disappear, right?” 

    “That’s a point.  I’ll try to keep you from being publicly associated with whatever happens.” 

    “I expect to be involved,” she pointed out.  “Associated in public opinion is one thing, and one to be avoided.  But I will most certainly be involved.” 

    “You’re sure?” 

    “Completely.  Nobody does what he did and gets away with it!” 

    I watched her face as she said it.  She meant it.  She is usually against the idea of casually murdering someone.  Anyone, in fact.  On the other hand, there would be nothing casual about this. 

    I should have pitied Alden, but I couldn’t.  Phoebe might be willing to kill him at the moment, but if she had him in her sights, would she—could she—pull the trigger?  I hope I don’t get her into such a situation.  The mere fact she was pissed off enough to consider it told me he was in trouble even if I did absolutely nothing.  And of all the things I was about to do, “nothing” wasn’t on the list. 

    I kissed her forehead and went into her “guest room.”  I don’t know if Jason realizes it’s anything else, but I wasn’t particularly in a mood to care. 

    I need new underwear.  I need new rings.  I need a new Amulet of Resuscitation and all the spells it carried.  Damn it!  I need a new phone!  Phoebe needs one, too, since the communication gates are dedicated, tuned specifically to each other. 

    I’ve got a lot to do.  I wonder if I can talk Alden into giving me my stuff back?  I doubt it.  He wants to understand magic.  Apparently, I’m the only magic-worker he knows of, or knows of for certain.  Or, no, he’s met several, I think.  He implied he’s met more than one, anyway.  His attraction to me is because I’m the most proficient.  The expert.  If you’re going to learn, learn from the best, even if you have to spread their brain flat and read it like a newspaper. 

    I updated Bronze and Firebrand on the situation.  Neither was happy to be left in Iowa, but the logistics were a bit difficult.  Besides, it’s not like we had the man on hand.  First would come the finding, then would come the flaying, flaming, and filleting.  There might also be lashing, bashing, and smashing.  Possibly punching, kicking, and biting.  It really depended on the order in which we reached him. 

    I had a sneaking suspicion I wasn’t going to be able to simply scry on him, drop in suddenly, eviscerate him, and depart.  I tried anyway.  You never know.  No luck. 

    I settled down on a heavy chair, eyeballed my seeking setup, steepled my fingers, and thought. 

    He’s raided the minds of wizards, but complains they resist and don’t give up all their secrets.  So, he’s not a real wizard.  He’s an apprentice.  He knows some basics.  Maybe he doesn’t even know any of the theory, just a few spells.  It does seem likely he doesn’t understand magical theory at all.  He can definitely sense magic, so he can probably turn on a wizard-only magic item, although he might not be clear on what it does, before or after he activates it, unless it’s painfully obvious. 

    Now I can’t find him with a gate search, despite having a clear and obvious signature to hunt for.  If he has a cloaking spell of his own, I feel confident it won’t stand up against my searching techniques.  Therefore, as I suspected, the son of a bitch is wearing my stuff. 

    I noted with satisfaction my hands weren’t shaking.  No adrenalin.  It’s nighttime.  I’m dead.  It’s usually an advantage.  On the other hand, I was angry enough my hands should be shaking.  I wanted to scream in frustration, but the house had entirely too much glass. 

    I’ll get around to replacing the windows with something more resilient. 

    I clamped down on myself.  I stuffed the rage into a corner and told it to sit.  Stay.  You get your two hundred pounds of flesh when I’m ready.  Stay! 

    After a bit of consideration and meditation, I checked the time.  The mirror’s micro-gate continued looking for anything matching the signature I gave it.  It was a fairly exact signature, since I had a fair look at Alden’s interior and more than one psychic encounter with him.  It ran for a full half-hour and still couldn’t find him. 

    It couldn’t find him at all, anywhere, which was disturbing enough.  To make matters worse, it couldn’t find any version of him. 

    Somewhere, there’s a base Earth timeline.  I poked it with a scrying gate and created a branch.  I moved to this branch and lived in Shasta.  Alden found me there.  There should be another Alden, the “original,” if you will, still chugging along just fine in the original timeline, unaware of the branched timeline version and of me. 

    The gate didn’t find him.  If he was on holy ground and whomping up the static shield effect, it should still find him, even if it fuzzed out a scrying spell.  What did that leave? 

    Alden is sensitive to magical operations.  He’s psychic.  And he’s not a human being, no matter how much he looks like one on the outside.  Is it possible he felt the… what’s the word?  The disturbance of a branching timeline?  Could he have felt it and wanted to understand it?  Would that have been enough to divert himself out of a base Earth timeline and into a branch?  I don’t understand his sensory powers.  I don’t understand any of his powers, aside from some psychic abilities and inhuman toughness, possibly some unnaturally-rapid healing.  What else could account for him following a chaos-caused branch from the main timeline? 

    No, broader question:  What could account for him being unique? 

    He’s in a branched timeline now.  He’s moved from one branch to another.  If he doesn’t have a gate, can he go back?  Is he able—whether he knows it or not—to shift from similar timeline to similar timeline?  In this case, between his native Earth and branches I create off it?  Or does he need to feel the initial surge of a branch forming so he can slide through the gap?  Or was this a fluke and he can never go home? 

    Intellectually, I wanted to know.  Emotionally, it didn’t matter.  Whatever timeline he was in, I was going to kill him and make the question moot.  Maybe I could find out interesting things at autopsy. 

    Since time ran faster in Iowa than in Phoebe’s world, I did a quick search-and-retrieve to pick up a holographic display before popping through the closet. 

    “Phoebe?” I called, coming out of her workroom.  Carefully. 

    “Yes, Pop?” 

    “I’ve got to handle something and I’m not sure how long it will take.” 

    She came down the hall to me. 

    “What is it?” 

    “I’m angry and I need to deal with it.” 

    “Um.  How bad is it?” 

    “I don’t want you to watch.” 

    “That bad?” 

    “I tried running a search for Alden.  He’s protected.  I’m pretty sure he’s wearing at least one of my rings.” 

    “There are other ways to—” 

    “Phoebe.” 

    “Yes, sir.  I’ll try and locate him while you’re out.” 

    “Don’t approach him.  Figure out ways to track him, if you like, but under no circumstances are you to risk detection.  I fully intend to deal with him personally.” 

    “I’ll be careful, Pop, but that’s all I’ll promise.”  She kissed my cheek.  “Come back as soon as you can.” 

    “I will.” 

    I handed her the projector, went back to Iowa, got myself dressed for trouble, and checked the time in Tauta. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 16th Day of Goloskir 

      

    The stupid Tassarian calendar has weeks eleven days long, not seven.  I don’t think of “weeks” in terms of eleven days and, apparently, neither does my altar ego. 

    When I popped in on the night of the sixteenth, I thought I had extra time because of the discrepancy.  He put me right in short order, explaining he meant seven-day weeks, just like I did.  How else were people from the northern reaches going to make it to the southern coast by the first of the month?  Run? 

    My reply was somewhat vulgar, but he took it in the spirit in which it was intended, nodding his grainy image over the table. 

    “You seem more upset than usual,” he observed.  “Anything I should know about?” 

    So I brought him up to speed on Reverend Alden, the unidentified entity. 

    “Humans can be psychic,” he mused.  “Rare examples can be quite impressively so.  What are the odds you would run into one?” 

    “Pretty good.  I could live a long time.  If I live long enough, I’ll eventually encounter even the thing that kills me.  People only ever meet one of those.” 

    “Most people,” he corrected. 

    “Don’t start.” 

    “Okay.  Have you found him and recovered your stuff, yet?” 

    “No.  I’ve tried and I think he’s using my own gadgets against me.” 

    “Oh.  Oh!” 

    “Yeah.  I’m in a really foul mood.  I want to kill this son of a bitch and burn his body.  Possibly in reverse order.  And I can’t find him, so I don’t have a valid target for an intense urge to murder.” 

    “You sound surprisingly rational.” 

    “It’s a rational anger.  I have reason to be angry.” 

    “I’m not sure that’s how it works, but okay.  You want me to try and find him?” 

    “That’s plan A.” 

    “What’s plan B?” 

    “Shut up and look for him,” I snapped. 

    “Ah.  Give me a minute and I’ll see what I can find.”  His face fell, the sand settling evenly in the table’s recessed surface. 

    I waited.  Not patiently, but I waited.  Someone knocked at the door and I shouted for them to go away.  I may have scattered in a few additional words as intensifiers, but the gist of it was clear. 

    “Uhm,” he began, face forming again in the upswirl of sand. 

    “Yes?” 

    “Have you included any spells in your new ring to hide you from angelic detection?” 

    “Of course.  I upgraded them with elements from my angel containment experi—” I broke off.  I didn’t bother to continue telling him how I’d set up new spells in the hope of being better-hidden from angels in close proximity.  I think the phrase I want is “hoist with my own petard,” which casts me as Rosencrantz and Alden as Hamlet. 

    I don’t know how my face looked, but my altar ego immediately went on. 

    “Okay, since I can’t find him while he wears your rings, no plan A.  Let’s talk about plan B.  What can I do to help?” 

    “It’ll take a miracle,” I grated, “so I’m not sure you can.  But if you don’t have something constructive I can do with a double handful of fury, I’m going on a zombie-hunting spree.  I might even nuke a giant ant colony just because I hate the damned things and want them all to die.” 

    “I see.” 

    “Good.  Got any brilliant ideas?” 

    “On Alden?  No.  For putting you to good use?  Yes.” 

      

    Linranion was the northernmost city in the Empire.  As it happened, it was a coastal city, far away from Sarashda, and still had a Temple loyal to the Old Gods. 

    I went there for the express purpose of rubbing religious zealots’ noses in a miracle.  And, if any of them caught me doing it, pushing those noses out the back of their heads. 

    I scried on the Temple, looking it over through the telescopic zoom.  It was the usual layout, with a major building surrounded by several smaller buildings, all circular.  I asked why. 

    “You’re in luck.  I’ve been talking to Hazir.  He’s no priest, but he knows stuff.” 

    “And?” 

    “The worshipper follows the Path of Attistiba,” my altar ego explained. 

    “Which means?” 

    “It’s kind of like enlightenment, kind of like reincarnation.  It’s the idea you can be reborn into a higher caste if you perfected yourself as whatever you are now.” 

    “Don’t people want to be reborn as their present caste?  I distinctly recall warriors who wanted to be reborn as warriors.” 

    “It’s optional.  I’m not totally up on the dogma, but I think if someone wants to stay in their present caste, it’s a sign they haven’t achieved the next level of Attistiba, so they should stay in the same one until they feel they can advance.” 

    “Got it.  Go on.” 

    “The walk in the Temple takes the supplicant through the main building to offer homage to all the gods, each representing a level of advancement in the system.  The worshipper pauses at each station to offer prayers and maybe a token offering.  For most people this is the routine form of worship. 

    “On the other hand,” he went on, “if someone has something specific, he either talks to a priest—secular matters and paperwork stuff, mostly—or he does his main rounds and continues to one of the other buildings, there to pray to a particular god.  For example, if an apprentice craftsman is about to start his masterpiece, he might spend a night in prayer beforehand.” 

    “Without a priest?” 

    “It’s a non-paperwork thing.” 

    “And his walking along the inlaid path is like water turning a prayer wheel?” 

    “It helps, yes.  It’s also surprisingly effective.  The worshipper is usually contemplating the upcoming prayer and the deity to which he will offer it.  If they could get everyone to have the same concept of each god, they’d develop quicker.” 

    “They don’t?” 

    “Well, yes and no.  They all have the same general idea, but not the specifics.  It’s like an old radio station.  You can spin the dial around to find a station, but it’s broadcasting static.  The static comes through fine when you’re on the right frequency, but there’s nothing to hear.  The worshippers are all broadcasting on the right frequency, sending power to their gods, but all their voices mingle together into static, not into music.  It’s a babble of voices, not a choir.” 

    “But the gods still develop eventually, right?” 

    “Sure, but it’s their problem.  They have to evolve on their own, not be defined, like I was.” 

    “Ah.  Speaking of your divinity…” 

    “Yeeeeeees?” 

    “How am I going to get into the Temple without setting my feet on fire?” 

    “Is this a real problem?” 

    “Yeah.  It’s holy ground.  At night.” 

    “Why would you—oh, I see!  No, you won’t have a problem.” 

    “Are you sure?” 

    “You have holy ground problems elsewhere because I don’t have the power to protect you.  On Earth worlds, I have almost zero presence, so you’re on your own.  On other worlds, I’m usually part of the pantheon.  Did you notice you never had trouble being inside a Temple of Flame?  Partly, that was because you’re a God of Fire—or I am.” 

    “I thought it was because I was related to the priestesses?” 

    “Maybe Sparky was being nice, yes, but in a larger sense, she couldn’t touch you.  In the parlance of the heavens, you’re mine.  Zapping you for setting foot on a sacred site is tantamount to a declaration of war.” 

    “But the current gods of Tauta—” 

    “Yeah, they’re not smart enough for that.  I know.  I was talking about Rethven and Sparky.  In more general circumstances, there’s a sort of reflexive reaction between me and my avatar.  I know you aren’t, really, but you’re close enough to take advantage of it.  It’s similar to electricity.  Like charges repel.  The charge in the ground won’t bother you because you’re already slightly charged by virtue of being in a world where my power is manifest.  Make sense?” 

    “Only on a superficial level.  Otherwise, no.” 

    “Think of it as one of the perks of being an avatar.” 

    “Balanced out by all the work I have to do.  I don’t suppose you could make a new one and let me off the hook?” 

    “In theory, yes, but it would take time and effort.  Remember when the Boojum turned several of his priests into an avatar?  They sacrificed themselves to provide the physical form and to provide power.  Willing human sacrifices are much more effective than mass slaughter.  I’d need you to consciously and deliberately act as an in-world channel for several hundred deaths before I could use the leftover meat to create a temporary avatar.  Thousands would be required to invest it with enough power to be reasonably permanent.” 

    “But they would all be human sacrifices, wouldn’t they?” 

    “Individuals, ritually sacrificed, would be more efficient, but not as effective as willing sacrifices.  Mass slaughter—blowing up an orphanage in My Name would be an example—it’s just not as high a conversion ratio.  Faster, but not as powerful per person, although you might get a whole lot of people at once.  Mass slaughter is easier, but crafting each individual amuse-bouche takes work.” 

    “Damn.” 

    So I went back to Iowa to fetch a few things and prepare a few spells.  Nothing I intended to use in front of anyone with magical sensitivity, but some useful and utilitarian things.  A couple required stuffing a lot of power into a small space, but the power systems in the house were all charged up and running.  With the time differential, it might all be charged again by the time I got back. 

    In the garage, I drew a square, judging the size mostly by memory, but kept it small enough to be certain it fit in the target area. 

    Last I checked, the interior of the Temples were warded against scrying.  It wasn’t much of a defense, all things considered.  Looking at it, I knew I could break it.  On the other hand, would one of their gods bother to break it?  It was really just a privacy shield, marking the boundaries of the Temple’s property, not like the more serious security I encountered on the Sarcana estate.  Besides, the fact they had a privacy shield could be useful.  It could conceal all manner of sins, mainly mine. 

    The Temples didn’t think they needed serious security.  After all, they’re not a House.  No one goes to war with them.  They’re an institution!  They’re a whole class of people who maintain the stability and order of the Empire!  They don’t need protection.  Nobody would ever want to offend them.  Almost nobody. 

    Bronze and I appeared on the central dais of the Temple in Linranion.  If anyone was occupying it at this hour, they were now in my garage in Iowa.  And if they were in my garage in Iowa, they were going to have a tough time of it. I magically sealed the place, engulfed it in darkness, and replaced all the oxygen with carbon monoxide. 

    I really was in a foul mood. 

    In theory, the Temple was open.  It never officially closed to worshippers.  People could come and go freely, day or night, but getting any mortal business done would have to happen during regular hours.  A lamp hung from a chain on each pillar around the central dais, dimly illuminating the place.  The lamps between each of the gods were unlit.  The place could use a glass oculus over the central dais to let in light. 

    In practice, the Temple didn’t need much lighting at night.  It was empty at two in the morning.  This annoyed me deeply, since I was looking for an excuse to kill someone.  I even had Firebrand on my hip in anticipation.  Just my luck any priest on duty was either blindly suffocating in my garage or was in one of the specialized chapel buildings with a late-night worshipper.  Or maybe off on a coffee-and-hooker break.  Who was going to know, aside from us gods? 

    The risk, of course, was coming back to find an angry god waiting for you.  Might still happen, I figured, which was something to look forward to. 

    I dropped a prepared spell in the center of the building, thumped down a fist-sized power crystal with it, aimed it between two of the idol-niches, and told it to get busy.  This started a redistribution of the stonework, expanding the whole thing in miniscule increments, making the circular footprint slightly larger.  The niches with the statues of the gods stayed mostly where they were, but a blank space started to form between two of them as the building expanded. 

    I went to the widening empty spot and took out a small statue of the Lord of Fire and Shadow, the Master of Night and Keeper of Secrets.  This, too, was heavily empowered.  The moment I set it down, it started growing, sucking stone out of the floor and some from the wall to form a niche of its own, working with the building-expanding spell. 

    How are we doing? I asked of my altar ego. 

    So far, so good.  Nobody up here has noticed, since you’re not interfering with anyone’s worship.  I’m helping your spells move miraculously quickly. 

    Keep up the good work.  I’ll start on the mosaic. 

    Roger that. 

    The complicated mosaic on the floor guided worshippers around and around the inner perimeter of the building while they stopped at another of the gods on each go-around.  I needed to add another loop to the design, something I couldn’t do from memory.  I had to walk it twice to get the pattern down, and a third time to unreel a line of osmium wire already tuned to my altar ego.  If we’re giving him his own line, we might as well maximize what he gets out of the prayer-wheel effect. 

    Then it was back to the new niche and attention to the details.  We needed another lamp, obviously, which I hung between the Master of Shadows and the Karalis Mazha.  Ruler of Kings?  Master of Lords?  Something like that.  They guy who heads up the pantheon and has rulership, rulers, and suchlike as his dominion.  The previous lamp was now between the Master of Shadows and the Master of… hmm.  He’s the Master of Izradi, but there isn’t a good word for it.  Outcasts?  No, they’re still part of the system.  Persons of low worth?  Scum?  People who don’t have anyone lower in the social order.  Street sweepers, cesspit cleaners, minor criminals, beggars, semi-professional prostitutes, and so on. 

    Ironically, the midrange on prostitutes were classed with the Master of Laborers, and the high-end courtesans belonged to the Mistress of Crafters.  Don’t ask me why; I haven’t eaten enough prostitutes or priests, and I doubt I will.  I’m trying to be less involved, dammit. 

    My niche needed a few other touches.  Gold inlay formed a border of inscriptions around each niche.  Typically, these spelled out commandments or proverbs or whatever they’re called.  These were characteristic of the god in question.  In my case, “One can be consumed by fire or lost in darkness.  There are things of light and there are things of darkness and in between are the shadows.  All things live in shadows or cast them.  Your greatest secret should be that you have one.” 

    Best we could do on short notice. 

    With all this sorted out, I returned to Bronze and the dais.  She carried specially-prepared stones in her saddleboxes.  I hauled out several bricks and placed them on and around the statue.  They flowed over it, coating it in a layer of black opal, scatter-shot with deep red flecks.  I’m told by my altar ego it’s a striking effect.  I’m taking his word for it.  His aesthetic appreciation for these things is probably better than my own.  He’s had more experience with these things. 

    He also had me include a large, black diamond.  We attuned it to him, like a signature crystal, before I brought them.  Now I placed it where the visor of my helmet would go.  It’s not too accurate a statue of me.  It’s designed to be impressive instead of practical, but the basics are the same.  The diamond affixed itself and slowly began reshaping itself to match the faceplate design.  I had to tweak the black opal as the two spells each tried to put their material on top of the other, but if that was the worst of the programming errors, I was happy. 

    “How’s it look?” I asked. 

    Good.  Very good, he decided, and I got the distinct impression he was looking around the room through the gleaming window of black diamond. 

    Mildly creepy, but who am I to talk? 

    Everything was going perfectly, damn it.  The statue was almost full-sized—a faceless, armored figure, wearing sword and cloak, with a wand at his belt.  It held its hands cupped together, as through holding something he was about to show you.  A slight gap between his hands allowed my altar ego to shine a faint, crimson light up into his statue’s face, making the opal shine and the diamond faceplate glint darkly. 

    The niche was wide enough and almost deep enough.  The floor mosaic was just about finished.  Everything was sliding, growing, or slipping into place.  I did one more lap of the mosaic to make sure the wire wove in and out of the floor correctly. 

    Anybody around? I inquired, silently.  Both my altar ego and Firebrand denied anyone was nearby.  My reply was disappointed. 

    Look, Firebrand offered, we can always go find someone.  Surely, in this whole mess of priests, someone is a completely fanatical jerk about it, right?  Which one? 

    Good question, my altar ego replied.  They aren’t my priests, so how would I tell? 

    Okay, so, we find another Temple.  One where you haven’t done a miracle.  One determined to be all huffy about having a new god.  We demonstrate how there is a God of Fire and burn them all to death.  And I can be reasonable, Firebrand added.  If there are worshippers there, we leave them alone and just kill the priests.  Someone has to run screaming into the streets. 

    I think you mean “report what happened,” my altar ego corrected. 

    Isn’t that what I said? 

    In your own way, he sighed, I suppose you did. 

    “Guys!” I interrupted.  “I’m delighted we got this Temple sorted out.  I’m glad we have a miracle, here.  But what I wanted to do was baptize the statue in the sacrificial blood of a dozen heretics before it dripped up my boots!  I’m still angry and now I’m bloody damn frustrated, too!” 

    Shh.  Not so loud, my altar ego cautioned.  I grumbled quietly while he discussed ideas with Firebrand. I almost heard both sides of the conversation, kind of like eavesdropping on another table in a restaurant. 

    Okay, we’ve got a solution, Firebrand told me, happily. 

    “What is it?” 

    Nazis. 

    “I beg your pardon?” 

    Nazis, Firebrand repeated.  My altar ego elaborated. 

    Look, you don’t like Germans, right? 

    “I have no problem with Germans.  Most of the German nationals I know are decent people.  I take issue with the Nazi party and its actions.  These are very different things.” 

    Whatever.  You know what I mean.  So let’s find you a nice Nazi headquarters somewhere and you can walk through it.  How’s that sound? 

    “I’m attached to the idea of double-dipping.  Is there any place here I can brutally murder a dozen people and have it help us?” 

    He muttered something about being hard to please.  I didn’t contradict him.  I was feeling ornery. 

    How about this? my altar ego began.  It’s not a lot of murder, but it should make an impression. 

    “Firebrand’s idea of murdering a Temple?” 

    Nope.  More long-term. 

    “I’m listening.” 

    Balastada is the city kind-of opposite Sarashda across the Razikian Range.  If you don’t want to sail around to Quelirada, you have to go through the Pass of Zyran and mostly through Balastada’s territory, right? 

    “So I’m told.  And?” 

    How about we destroy the road through the pass so sailing around the Razikian Range is the only way into that little triangle area? 

    “I put a lot of work into that road.  It almost deserves to be called a road, now.  Besides, if anyone comes in by boat, they’re going to stomp through Sarashda.  Why involve them?  Let ’em come straight for us.” 

    Brother, you are hard to please! 

    You tell him, Uncle Dusty! 

    Quiet, you, he ordered.  All right, how about we do the reverse?  How about we make the Pass of Zyran the only way to get from Sarashda to the rest of the Empire? 

    “I’m listening.” 

    Quelirada, Argesh, Valtoresh, Escariesh, and Linranion are cities on the coast.  These adhere to the Old Gods doctrine.  We can ignore Linranion for now.  I felt him radiate from the new statue for a moment.  We gave them this as a capital-S Sign.  For the rest, though—burn the docks.  Burn the ships.  Turn their merchant fleets into floating ashes.  It will demonstrate the displeasure of the Lord of Fire to the Houses and reassure both Sarashda and Morilada about the balance of naval power. 

    Can we also set fire to anyone on the docks? Firebrand asked. 

    “Maybe.  This has potential,” I mused.  “Okay.  I’ll head back to Iowa, fetch incendiaries, and we’ll look at the harbor districts.” 

    Wait!  Firebrand commanded. 

    “What?” I asked. 

    Someone’s coming. 

    Who? I asked, silently. 

    From the subvocal muttering and the annoyance at the hour, I’d say it’s the night-shift priest. 

    Just one? 

    Yes. 

    Do I hear any objection? I asked.  There was none.  I flexed my fingers and my fingernails lengthened. 

    A thought struck me.  Priests deal with a lot of paperwork for the Empire. 

    Once we deal with the priest, we hunt down the records vault, I decided. 

    What for? Firebrand asked. 

    The Temples are the keepers of the keys when it comes to what caste people belong in, right?  The history of each House’s marriages, births, and deaths.  The ancestry of the Empire.  It’s their function and their responsibility. 

    Yeah? 

    What happens when someone steals it all?  Especially when the Lord of Secrets is clearly upset with them?  Knowledge is my domain, and if I want to take it back and keep it as a secret again, isn’t that My divine right? I asked. 

    My altar ego laughed.  I heard it through the statue. 

    Priest first? Firebrand persisted. 

    I cracked my knuckles. 

    Priest first. 

      

    In the morning, they found the body of the priest standing inside the circle of the statue’s arms, facing outward as though looking into the cupped hands.  The crimson light from between the statue’s hands shone on his bloodless face.  His eyes were burned out of his head. 

    I thought it was a nice tableaux, although I wondered if anyone else tried to peek inside the hands of the new god after that.  I’m guessing not.  I wasn’t actually watching, since time differentials can be a pain, but I have an excellent imagination. 

    As for stealing the records of the Temples, it wasn’t too difficult.  I reconsidered and left Linranion alone, since they had the Lord of Secrets in the Temple.  See what happens when you revere the New Gods?  They watch out for you, watch over you, protect you from disasters.  The other Old Gods Temples were all fair game. 

    The scrying shields around a typical Temple complex were low-grade things, more a privacy marker and intrusion detection system than an actual protective ward.  Who would do something to the Temples?  It would be stupid, suicidal.  Even their guards were minimal.  The Temples didn’t need such things unless they were doing something to provoke people.  Real people.  People with power.  And they couldn’t admit they were provoking someone with power. 

    I found the records chambers—underground, I noticed, which raised questions about what happened when the Temple in Sarashda suffered a catastrophic structural failure during last year’s tornado.  The records might still be down there, buried, or sucked up and scattered across the country.  I wasn’t watching. 

    The Temple records were paper, I noticed.  Firebrand was all set to go Library of Alexandria on them, but I pointed out the lack of ventilation.  It was fine for people to breathe, but it wouldn’t be practical for a fire on the scale Firebrand wanted.  Too much of the stuff would survive. 

    Instead, I flung my cloak wide and let it crawl outward, flowing around the room. 

    Shelves of scrolls and folios toppled into the nothingness, shedding loose pages that fluttered down into infinity.  I pushed a few from the edges of the room to hasten the process, then dragged the now-enormous Tarp of Disposal into the next records chamber.  It had the idea by then and crawled along the floor on its own, seeking more shelves and more scrolls. 

    I let it, since I was busy with plans. 

    The Temples’ scrying shields weren’t radiant shields.  They were cheaper bubble shields.  No doubt they had radiant shields.  The Temple in Sarashda had one up when I was looking for Leisel after her capture. 

    Or, no, I’m assuming.  They locals use magical devices more often than spells because the techniques used by the local wizards mean spellcasting takes too long for comfort.  If you’re going to have to cast a spell more than a dozen times in your life, you probably need a device for it.  If the Temples I can see have bubble shields, is it reasonable to assume they also have devices for making radiant shields?  Or did the Temple in Sarashda recognize they were getting into a fight when they made Leisel a prisoner, and therefore hired a wizard to cast a spell?  Or did they go to the trouble of buying a new gadget?  Or renting one from a wizard? 

    I don’t know.  I just don’t know.  Either way would account for what I saw. 

    Regardless, targeting Temples with a gate from some other universe meant I could lock on to the records’ rooms under the various Temples.  With my cloak continuing to grow, and continuing to crawl around the rooms, swallowing everything into eternal blackness, it seemed reasonable to hit all the Temples. 

    There were quite a number of Old Gods cities, but I have a voidstation with a reactor.  I didn’t quite have the oomph to shift-box the entire records’ floor away, I did have enough to brute-force a shift-space for getting in.  This made it easy to carry a rolled-up Cloak of Nothingness, already huge, and let it go, rather than shrink and grow every time we moved. 

    Was that a scream, receding into the distance?  Probably some priest consulting the records.  Tough. 

    When we finished with the Temples, I did a quick check on the local Hall of Ruling.  Yes, as I suspected, it was another social institution that felt itself to be secure.  It had a bubble shield to ward off routine scrying and to alert anyone to a scrying penetration. 

    How large is the Hall of Ruling?  Huge.  How large is the library of law?  Enormous.  How well does gravity work in causing all the shelves to topple into nowhere?  Extremely well. 

    Temples: Emptied.  Local laws: Gone.  Evening: Successful. 

    I collected my circus tent of darkness, let it fold itself down to cloak size again, and whirled it around my shoulders. 

    I think we made our point.  Now it was time to get ready to make another, more pyrotechnic one. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 17th Day of Goloskir 

      

    I spent more time than I wanted in Iowa, fetching grenades and stacking them in the garage.  As it turns out, there wasn’t a priest on the dais when we initially shifted.  There was no cherry-red corpse lying in the garage.  Ah, well.  You can’t kill them all.  Or, rather, you can, but it takes too much time and effort. 

    By the time I had a garage full of pyrotechnic goodies, it was nearly sunrise.  I called a halt to my plans for a bit and, during my transformation, realized I was wandering around naked.  Not literally naked, but I was short a number of magical protections.  No amulet for accidental night-to-day shifts.  No ring for healing spells, cloaking spells, and other utilitarian things.  No ring of many micro-gates.  No spare power crystal.  No underwear. 

    I don’t feel dressed without my magic underwear.  This might have contributed to my mood. 

    So I took a detour—an angry detour—to visit the far end of our time-ticker daisy chain.  With a temporary shunt from the dynamo farm’s reactor, I set up shop, poured molten gold, hammered iridium in an induction forge, and grew some utterly precise and perfect crystals. 

    I also found some spiders.  Yes, I gave some thought to a super-polymer, but spider silk is traditional.  Besides, all the enchantments were specialized and worked best with spider silk. 

     Note that muttering angrily to oneself is not conducive to effective enchantment!  It took me three fuhh…ull weeks there to rebuild all my equipment!  To be fair, I could have done it quicker, but, since I was doing a complete rebuild of everything anyway, I went ahead and did all the upgrades I’d been putting off.  I especially updated my angel-proofing—also known as “hide me from the gods” spells—as well as a couple of brand-new psychic shielding functions especially built for Alden. 

    I’m still not thanking Alden for this. 

    About the only thing I didn’t have to replace was my saber.  I did take the opportunity to evaluate Phoebe’s technique for ultra-sharp blades.  Mine was much sharper because it was designed to be as close to an infinitesimally-fine edge as possible.  The enchantments preserved and repaired the edge to keep it sharp at an atomic level. 

    I once did some experiments with projecting a field of force ahead of the blade’s edge, narrowed down to something smaller than an atomic nucleus.  I didn’t get it down to the Planck scale, but it was damn tiny.  I had to abandon the idea, though.  Every time I waved it around, it split atoms in the air, releasing visible light and other radiation, as well as fission products.  It even had a faint glow along the edge when it was at rest, from the normal movement of air.  Not healthy.  I’m sure it would cut things like they weren’t there, but, seeing what happened in something as thin as air, I didn’t feel at all comfortable hitting a solid object.  I had to abandon the idea. 

    Phoebe’s technique started with a normally-sharp object and, when held, the enchantment tried to sharpen it further.  This didn’t achieve quite the same level of effect, nor did it the force effect around the blade, trying to pull anything it cut farther open.  It cut steel, surely, but it took some effort. 

    I’ll stick with my over-engineered scabbard.  I added a couple of magnets, though.  Sometimes it’s nice to be able to unlatch the weapon and not have to draw it immediately.  Speed can count for a lot if I don’t want to get mugged again. 

    Son of a bitch. 

    Mugged. 

    I got mugged.  I think about it and it still pisses me off.  That son of a bitch Alden hit me in the face with a frying pan and took my stuff. 

    Humiliation, that’s the word.  Seething, volcanic anger is the phrase. 

    At least I’m pretty sure he’s not related to faerie-kind.  Most of those don’t get on well with iron. 

    There’s a silver lining to my laziness.  If I had done the upgrades before, Alden would have even better stuff of mine. 

    Breathe.  Let it out.  Repeat as needed. 

    Sometimes, you just need to hit something.  Other times, you need to hit something that screams in pain until it can’t. 

    While I sorted out the rebuilding of all my stuff—I have to keep suppressing the urge to add “Dammit!” or something similar every time I think of it—I had Bronze kept an eye on a massive pile of angry chemistry in the shift-barn in Iowa. 

    In retrospect, having the fire-breathing horse keep an eye on the stockpile of explosives and incendiary devices might not be ideal.  I trust her not to turn it into a fireworks display, though.  I suppose I could have had Firebrand stand watch, but I know how that would turn out. 

    I had Firebrand along in a gun rack, once, when I took Phoebe and Bronze to see a fireworks display.  Ever since, Firebrand has wanted to get up close and personal with incendiary chemistry.  I’ve done my best to accommodate it, but it’s a bit more obsessed than I like.  I’m not putting the toddler in charge of guarding the chocolate, so to speak. 

    Once I was fully dressed again, Firebrand and I went back to Tauta to use the sand table.  We looked over the dock districts of various cities, planning the firebombing and ultimate immolation of everything near them.  It does have a lot to contribute when the questions involve combustion. 

    Unfortunately—or fortunately, depending on how you look at it—I spent three personal weeks being furious while I hammered out brand-new enchanted items.  I had to spend a lot of time focusing on what I was doing and actively thinking about spells, refinements of spells, channeling energies, milling out orichalcum objects, and merging the crystalline pieces into the metal.  Plus the occasional goof where I ruined something by being less focused on my work and more focused on why I had to do the work in the first place.  Which made me even more frustrated, which meant I had to take longer to calm down, and it all took a lot more time in that universe than I expected. 

    On the other hand, I did a lot of thinking about the mugging.  I simmered down from wrathful to angry.  I don’t really want to perform random acts of violence.  I want to perform highly specific acts of violence.  Once I became calmer… no, not calmer.  Less enraged.  There’s a difference. 

    By that point, I was more conscious of my emotional state.  Knowing it, I was much more… what’s the word?  If I know a course of action is unacceptable, I try not to do it.  Sometimes, I overreact in my resistance to being a dark and wrathful god.  If I’m angry, something inside me says I should do everything in my power to be exceptionally fair and just, maybe even generous.  Whether or not I listen to it depends on how upset I am, but the impulse is there. 

    When I looked over the dock district of Escariesh, I saw entirely too many youngsters at work.  They didn’t do heavy lifting, but they scampered up and down rope nets, back and forth over gangplanks, delivered messages, fetched things, and generally ran around.  They were a minority, of course, to the tune of perhaps one in ten, but I noticed them. 

    I sat at the sand table and drummed my fingers on the rim.  As I contemplated what to do and how—recognizing I was avoiding the question of what to do about Alden—the door came open.  Leisel stepped in, cautiously. 

    “Is this a good time?” 

    “No.” 

    She didn’t ask why.  She stepped out and closed the door behind her.  This infuriated me even more, but now I was angry at myself.  Leisel didn’t deserve to be on the wrong end of my lousy mood.  I chased after her and caught her on the stairs. 

    “Hold on.  Wait, wait, wait.” 

    “Yes?” 

    “Come back.  Please.  I was being angry at things having nothing to do with you.” 

    “As you wish.” 

    We returned to the sand table and I told her the high points of what happened with Alden.  I then went on to explain what my altar ego and I did in Linranion, the theft of various paperwork elsewhere, and our idea of bombing the other coastal cities. 

    “I see why you’re dressed this way,” she said, when I ran out of things to explain. 

    “What’s wrong with the way I’m dressed?” 

    “Nothing, if you plan to go to war.” 

    “I wander around in armor all the time.” 

    “It’s the helmet,” she pointed out.  “You usually don’t have it on.  Or the gauntlets.  Your shadow is pacing angrily behind you and your cloak ripples even when you stand still.  Everything about you says the God of Fire and Shadow is displeased.  There is little of the manzhani of House Lucard.” 

    Somehow, this made me even angrier.  Not at her, never at her.  At me.  Because I was humiliated by Alden, frightened of the huge unknown he represented, frustrated at my own inability to resolve it, and furious with myself for exposing Leisel to my weakness. 

    “I apologize,” I told her.  “I am in a foul mood.  My anger, like acid, is likely to splash people near me, and few are nearer to me than you.  I don’t mean to… to…” 

    “I understand,” she assured me.  She tapped my hand and I realized I was standing there, gripping the edge of the sand table rather harder than was good for it.  I let go and flexed my fingers. 

    “You’re very understanding.” 

    “Sometimes,” she shrugged.  “There is much about you I do not understand and likely never will.  I am resigned to this as a fact.” 

    “Again, I’m sorry.” 

    “Do not be.  I’m pleased to have as much of you as you will permit, or can give.” 

    “Yeah, and about that…” 

    “Yes?” 

    “You know how I was grumpy at you when you first came in?” 

    “Yes.  I felt your coming and going through the spell, and had word of your mood from others.  I thought I might see if there was anything to be done to lift it.” 

    “My point,” I said, trying not to be distracted, “is I was grumpy at you—not grumpy with you, but at you—for reasons not your fault.  I apologize.” 

    Leisel smiled at me and suppressed a chuckle. 

    “Dear man, if that is what bothers you, let it go.  I am no fainting girl, nor a pampered mahrani in a city garden.  If you are disturbed, or not to be disturbed, then I have other duties.” 

    “Really?” 

    “Indeed, and many of them.” 

    “No, no.  I meant about not minding.  It seems an unusual attitude.” 

    “How so?” she asked, cocking her head slightly to the side. 

    “I’m given to understand women tend to be huffy when their significant other doesn’t pay attention to them.” 

    “Why?” she asked, perplexed.  Then her face cleared with realization.  “Oh!  You mean if they are being ignored.” 

    I noticed she said “they.”  Leisel obviously classed herself as a woman, but not as one of those women.  Is it a warrior thing?  Or is my chauvinism showing again? 

    “Yes,” I agreed. 

    “Should you not ignore me to focus on tasks at hand?” 

    “Or to spare you the abrasive nature of my presence when I’m sulking?” 

    “I will leave on my own in such a case and return later.” 

    “You’re remarkably practical.” 

    “I am a warrior, and I have long experience in being vidat to a valley of heretics.  I have had to be.” 

    “I hadn’t thought of it like that.” 

    “So, are you sufficiently amused, now, to be less than abrasive?” 

    “I think so.  I’d say more relieved than amused.” 

    “Then, would you care to show me how you intend to destroy the harbor district of a city?  As you may imagine, I have a warrior’s interest in such matters.” 

    We went over the logistics of teleportation and explosives.  It’s a lot like firing missiles at a target, but with less flight time.  Of course, missiles can be shot down, in theory.  Missiles can miss.  Teleporting a bomb somewhere is much more reliable in that sense. 

    On the other hand, anyone with even a basic shield against such things can ward off an attack.  It’s even possible to bounce the bomb right back to its origin point, which means you need to allow for it.  A spell shunt for returns isn’t easy, but it can be done.  It’s also a valid tactic to target places where your bomb will sit undisturbed for several seconds.  Combined with post-teleport arming of the fuze, this gives you time to realize your projectile is now sitting on your desk instead of in the launching rack.  Hopefully, enough time to do something about it. 

    Then again, teleporting a bomb above the target, and above the shielding spell, lets it simply fall like a normal bomb.  If the shield is any substantial size, you may have to drop several bombs as your accuracy is affected. 

    There are pros and cons.  I figured we would do one major volley of incendiaries and be done with it. 

    Leisel watched as I manipulated the image in the sand table to simulate various forms of incendiary devices on ships, wooden piers, and stone quays.  Given the nature of the Shallow Sea, the harbor designs all involved natural, enhanced, or artificial walls as barriers to waves and tides.  Docks—often wooden, but a few of stone—extended from these for loading and unloading.  Even if we focused on the docks, a lot of ships would still go up in flames from all the pyrotechnics. 

    “Perhaps destroying the ships is the more practical course,” she suggested, thoughtfully. 

    “How so?” 

    “Attacking the city without an attempt to engage them simply isn’t done.  It’s not the way to fight a war.  They have to be confronted and given opportunity to fight or surrender.” 

    “It’s not comme il faut.  I see.”  I resisted the urge to tell her I wasn’t going to be restrained by the etiquette of war.  I never signed the Geneva Convention and I didn’t give a smoking petard about the local customs anymore. 

    “I do not know the phrase.” 

    Dang.  Helping Phoebe with French lessons caused a little vocabulary creep. 

    “The phrase doesn’t translate well.  It’s not proper, not consistent with etiquette, or not acceptable to society.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Okay.  Torch the ships.  What if the docks get hit?  Is that going to be over the line?” 

    “You misunderstand.  The ships at dock are not to be touched.  They are within the dominion of the city.” 

    “Oh,” I said, taking note.  “Don’t attack the ships until we’re ready to go to all-out war to the death with the city.  Got it.  But it they’re at sea?” 

    “They belong to a House, of course.  Enemies abroad may be engaged.” 

    “Kind of like me on the trip to find another wife?” 

    “That was unavoidable,” she insisted.  “It is how things are done.” 

    “I know.  I understand.  And I don’t think I care how ‘things are done’ so much.  Not anymore.  My patience is wearing thinner than an old boot sole.” 

    “Such is your prerogative, as the God of Fire, Shadow, and Secrets.  My concern is with how your actions will be viewed by the rest of the Empire, and how such will reflect on your valley.” 

    “I get the point.  I can’t ignore the customs.  But bear in mind I don’t particularly care for them, either.” 

    “As is your right.” 

    “Just so we understand each other.  You’re saying I can’t bomb all the ships who dare to do business with a specific city.  I have to sort them out by which House they belong to and get them when they aren’t in port.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “How do you tell?” 

    “Tell what?” 

    “What House they belong to.” 

    “They have flags.  Here.  Let me…” she trailed off, moving to take control of the sand table.  She zoomed in and circled, locating what she wanted.  The example she picked was a typical cargo vessel.  It was, for the most part, a rectangular box with a double rudder and two masts.  From these masts, a number of ropes ran to the gunwales.  These served as support lines, but also as lines for triangular sails.  A ship could put up quite a lot of canvas and tack into the wind, no trouble. 

    The rudder confused me for a bit.  Instead of a central post in the rear to steer the ship, they used a pair of linked rudders, one on either of the aft corners.  These were much shallower than a single, central rudder—a priority in the Shallow Sea.  They could be operated from a central position.  Either one could swing outward up to sixty degrees, forcing the stern of the ship to one side or the other. 

    Leisel drew my attention to the foremast.  At the top, an “L”-shaped bracket swiveled with the wind, but the top spar of the bracket always held the triangular flag spread out. 

    “And every ship has a House symbol like this?” I asked. 

    “Yes.” 

    I drew the vision down, along the mast, to sink through the top deck.  Below was a large, single space with some structural bars.  A man could walk the length of the ship below the deck, but cargo would be loaded into sections through the hatches above.  The flooring of the under-deck was not the same as the hull, however.  I saw a man holding a rail while working his feet up and down on a pair of levers.  A closer examination found he was pumping water from the bilge, below the flooring. 

    I drew back and looked at the ships in port.  They ranged from fifteen to thirty meters long and were mostly one-third to one-quarter as wide as their length. 

    “Why does this one have a blue sail?” I asked. 

    “I believe it signifies the sail is an enchanted one.” 

    I zoomed in to look more closely.  Yes, it did have embroidery along all three edges.  The enchantment was unfamiliar, but it wasn’t hard to piece together what it did.  The sail would always have some wind behind it. 

    “All right.  I’ll need a listing of all the House sigils, and we’ll need to sort them into allies, enemies, and undecided.  Make sure the list has actual drawings of the sigils as well as descriptions, please.” 

    “I can make that happen, but allow me to discuss this with Hazir.  This is a move against the Houses, not against the Temples, yes?  He would know best.” 

    “By all means.  Where is he?” 

    “He is here in the palace, I believe.  When I last saw him, he was haggling over the price of sending wizard-messages to each of the great Houses.  Zhendar is the only wizard in La Mancha and, as such, feels he can charge whatever he pleases.” 

    “Why doesn’t Hazir ask me to send messages?” 

    “You are the Mazhani.  No one asks you to do anything.  You ask when you do not command.” 

    “Ah.  Okay, discuss this with Hazir.  I’ll set things up to do the bombing run.” 

    Leisel stood up from her chair, leaned down, took my face in her hands, and kissed me.  Hard, like she meant it, then soft, like she really meant it.  She went on and on and I did nothing to stop her.  I’m a fool, but not that much of a fool. 

    You know, sometimes being an angry, frustrated monster, willing and ready to kill someone or several someones, means huge numbers of people are about to die screaming and there isn’t much anyone can do about it. 

    Other times, there are a few people who can do something about it.  Leisel did. 

    Over the course of a small forever, my mood improved.  I didn’t notice it at the time, only in retrospect.  For a brief period, I was startled, followed my bemused, amused, and happy, in that order. 

    Leisel finished up by kissing my forehead before breezing lightly out of the room. 

    Maybe murdering several hundred people wasn’t totally necessary.  Just Alden. 

      

    I set a large iridium ring on another table, next to the sand table.  The ring was an enchanted gate.  The idea was to put an incendiary device on the table, inside the ring, and get a target lock with the sand table.  The sand table’s data gets transferred to the ring-table, which opens and drops the package. 

    It didn’t work as I’d hoped.  This particular sand table doesn’t use a gate for most of its functions.  It has a micro-gate for contacting my altar ego’s home plane, but it’s a tuned, dedicated gate to keep costs down.  If I tried to cross-connect the scrying data to the ring-table, the ring would open, sure, but it would take considerably longer than a normal gate opening. 

    That’s not necessarily a deal-breaker, but when I tested it by dropping a metal pitcher through a short-ranged gate—basically, just through the tabletop—the pitcher fell through while the gate was stabilizing and wound up more than a little distorted.  It would still hold water, but the regularity of the shape was ruined.  I tested it a few more times, trying to work out the glitch, but all I wound up with was more frustration and a misshapen lump that used to be a container. 

    I recall dropping through a very fast emergency gate to escape a family of uber-mages.  I did it quickly, and I remember the extended trip.  I don’t know if I suffered any distortions, but I’m a regenerating chaos entity and I had a lot on my mind.  I don’t know if I got a bit warped in the process or not.  If I did, I got better.  Normal, physical objects don’t. 

    I’ve occasionally had cause to open a gate under something to let it fall through, but mostly I tend to define the space around it and let it appear rather than gravity-snatch it.  The point being, a fall-through gate has always had me setting it up and establishing it firmly before trying to open it.  For some reason, the automatic version wants to start opening the gate before it finishes locking on.  This gives me an unstable spatial interface. 

    I know there’s a way to do this.  There’s a bug in my code, somewhere, and I’m just not seeing it.  I hate when that happens.  A year from now, I’ll look at it and go, “What was I thinking?”  Until then, it’s going to laugh at me in the back of my mind and I’m going to feel like an idiot. 

    Fine.  If I’m not fixing the spell, I’ll work around it.  I added another micro-gate, this time to the launching table.  The micro-gate could brute-force a connection and transfer it to the launching ring.  No problem. 

    Problem.  The brute-force gate was, at the other end, is still a micro-gate.  It had to expand to the size of the launching ring, which caused all-new unpleasant spatial anomalies for the object being transferred. 

    If I put a shield over the launching ring, something to support the package for an instant when the gates transferred from targeting to launch modes, there would still be a delay, but it would be no more than a second or so.  Which wouldn’t be a problem if I wanted to feed the bomb through by hand, but it was a priority to do this quickly.  It’s not only a power-saving measure, but it also cuts down on the ability of anyone around to notice and/or interfere. 

    I decided this was getting needlessly complicated and had a rethink.  It’s possible to brute-force a shift-booth.  I do it all the time when snatching resources for the dynamos or other physical resources.  Those are usually no larger than is absolutely required, however, to keep the costs manageable.  The micro-gate I could still use as a targeting device—a bombsight, if you will—and have it act as either the center of the effect or as one corner, depending on how I wanted to orient the micro-gate.  The corner would probably be easiest. 

    I sent for a large, wooden box.  A cabinet or chest or something.  A servant showed up with it in no time.  It was about the size of a small cooler, suitable for a six-pack and a bag of ice.  It was good enough for prototype experiments.  I thanked him and dismissed him before getting to work. 

    The new process runs like this.  You find your target on the sand table, give the command to launch, and anything in the box switches places with a chunk of air.  It’s surprisingly costly, since it’s castling two spaces, one of which isn’t defined.  Unlike a brute-force gate, the container doesn’t appear in both places at once.  On the other hand, it only lasts an instant. 

    I added more power crystals to make up the difference.  On the upside, anyone could fire up the Boom Box.  On the downside, it would mean a limited number of shots per day.  Unless the crystals were manually removed and spread out, to maximize their power intake… 

    I installed another power crystal as I reflected on the pros and cons.  I sat back and regarded the system again, thinking. 

    How many times do I need this thing to fire?  In one volley, I mean. 

    If I persuade all the Mazhani and manzhani on our side to set sail for the Old Gods’ city of Quelirada, will ships loyal to the Old Gods set out from all the other cities to stop them?  If so, I can bomb every ship involved, provided I have enough of a charge and enough bombs.  My little fleet then shows up in Quelirada’s harbor. 

    Does this count as a victory condition for taking the city?  I’m not clear on the formal rules of warfare here.  Maybe they think they can resist the sea invasion and choose to fight.  Maybe they don’t.  Either way, let’s skip over that for now.  Assume it counts, so we sail into Quelirada’s harbor and demand their surrender, or the cultural equivalent. 

    Great.  Now we have three cities on the coast who acknowledge the New Gods.  Dandy.  We set sail or out oars or whatever sailors do and head up the coast to the New Gods’ city of Morilada to pick up more allied vessels and troops.  Onward!  To Argesh, the next stop in our coastal conquest! 

    And here, potentially, we have a problem.  We plan to repeat the process and blow holes in the enemy vessels, set them on fire, all that sort of thing.  Thing is, people have seen this trick.  There might be survivors.  There might be wizards who were watching the battle, or watching the second battle.  Now each of the enemy ships has magical protection.  I can’t get a lock on the ships.  A simple scryshield could be enough.  Now we have two fleets meeting on equal terms. 

    “Hey!  Where’s our miracle!  I thought the gods were on our side!” 

    “You helped us before!  Why not now, when we need it?” 

    “What do you mean the mortal wizards are stopping you?” 

    “Mortals are defying a god?  How is this possible?” 

    “We’ve been deceived!” 

    And like that.  I know, I know.  It doesn’t happen that fast or so thoroughly, but the principle, I feel, is valid. 

    I considered the Boom Box. 

    What I want—what I need—is a way to target every ship at sea, all at once.  Not one at a time, not ten at a time.  I don’t know how many ships are in a fleet or task force or whatever it’s called, but I want to get them all.  I need to hit more, many more—on the order of a hundred at a time if there’s a naval battle.  If there isn’t a big naval battle, I need enough cruise missiles to target bunches of ships, potentially widely-scattered ones. 

    Once I sink everything in transit, we wait a week or so and let the economic pressure of trade force the remaining ships to risk voyages.  Once they make a few and feel safe again, the rest of the ships will start zipping back and forth.  Then the second volley.  It’ll be a month, maybe months, before anything with an enemy flag dares to leave harbor again. 

    How do I set up a Boom Box to target a hundred moving points of impact?  All at the same time would be ideal, but I’ll settle for six seconds of machine gun fire. 

    I miss Diogenes.  I could have had him build a thousand of his laser-equipped stealth drones.  Or a spy satellite and a cruise missile facility.  Or even an orbital laser satellite.  I would not be overly pleased with the introduction of anachronistic technology, but it would definitely be a case of “problem solved.” 

    As for me, on my own… well, it might take me a while, but I will find a way. 

      

    While I worked all this out, Leisel found Hazir and explained the idea.  He clinked up the stairs as I was using the sand table to sketch out my idea. 

    “Good afternoon.  Is this a good time?” 

    “Come in, come in.”  I dismissed the sand table and let it all fall flat.  “Shut the door.  Has Leisel briefed you?” 

    “I believe I am suitably well-informed.” 

    “Wonderful.  So, am I bombing their ships into flaming ruin or not?” 

    “Before we discuss the practicalities and complications of divine wrath, may I broach another subject?” 

    “Uh?”  I was startled, wondering what he could have on his mind.  Whatever it was, it was probably important.  “Sure.  I’m not set up to smite just yet.  I’m still wondering who and what and how and like that.  What do you have?” 

    “I wish to express a concern about your cadre of unorthodox training personnel.” 

    “The Romans?” 

    “I thought they were Rummans.” 

    “Close.  Rho-mans.  What about them?” 

    “Everybody hates them.” 

    “Well, yeah.  They’re trying to promote teamwork and discipline instead of an every-man-for-himself, free-for-all, mob-like tactical fighting style.” 

    “There is neither honor nor glory in their methods,” Hazir stated, flatly. 

    “But there is victory,” I countered. 

    “Victory without honor can hold no glory.” 

    I blinked at him for several seconds.  I had to remind myself of the cultural priorities, here. 

    “Hmm.  Have they managed to teach anyone anything?” I asked. 

    “I suppose, if you count some of the lower-tier fighters.  They can present shields and walk together.” 

    I recalled the Battle of Bridgefort, with warriors forming a shield wall.  Then again, that was to defend against a rain of crossbow bolts, not a battle against other warriors.  I didn’t like the fact I could sort of see his point. 

    “When’s the last time a bunch of them had a practice battle?” I pressed.  Hazir grimaced. 

    “Their methods are effective,” he agreed, “but they are also reprehensible.” 

    Reprehensible.  There’s a word I don’t hear often.  Especially since the word he used was netessayn. 

    “All right.  What’s so awful about them?” 

    Hazir looked at me for several seconds.  From the expression on his face, he was trying to find a way to phrase things without telling me I was an idiot.  I couldn’t tell him not to worry about that part. 

    “The techniques,” he began, slowly, “are designed to treat each warrior as a small part of a greater whole.” 

    “Yes.  That’s the point.” 

    “That’s the problem.” 

    “I don’t get it.” 

    “Clearly.”  He rubbed his temples and concentrated.  “There are obvious advantages to fighting in such a group,” he admitted, “but the prowess of the individual warrior is less important.  It becomes a contest of generals. The personal glory of each warrior must be foregone.  There are no great acts of heroism.  There are no mighty deeds.  There are no singular battles beforehand nor duels upon the field.  There is only a relentless march by a faceless army.” 

    “I think you underestimate the potential for individuals to shine in a pitched battle,” I told him.  “Once the battle is joined, things do tend to go a bit sideways.  It’s the initial clash that shows a clear advantage.  If they break the lines, groups of warriors may still benefit from the new shield techniques by forming a defensive—” 

    “Yes, yes,” he agreed, waving a hand dismissively.  “That is not my point.” 

    “I’m missing it,” I admitted. 

    “Battle is not about marching.  It is not about relying on others.  It is about being the best warrior you can be.  It is the crucible, the test, to see if you are worthy of the title.  It is the purpose of the warrior caste.  It is why we exist, why we live.  We do not cluster together, huddling behind each others’ shields for safety.  We do not rely on a hundred faceless helmets at either hand.  We challenge each other to battle, look our opponents in the eyes, and test ourselves against unknowns.” 

    “Hmm.  And this is how all the warriors feel?” 

    “Feel?  Yes.  Although some have attempted to understand these strange fighters you have brought.  Some because they wish to understand all they can of warfare, some out of loyalty to you.  Two of the older warriors, here seeking a final employment, have learned this method of fighting as a way to extend their usefulness, but most repudiate it as beneath contempt.  Velina, on the other hand, has learned everything these Rummans—Romans?—can teach, because you obviously wish it.” 

    “Huh.  Beneath contempt, you say?” 

    “They regard it as an insult to the way of the warrior.” 

    “Very well.  We’ll stop.” 

    “Beg pardon?” 

    “I said we’ll stop.  I’ll have a talk with the Romans, thank them for their service, and take them away.  We won’t worry about fighting in formations or as a disciplined army.  We’ll stick with individual heroes in a screaming mob, because that’s what you people think is a ‘proper’ way to run a war.” 

    “It is how things are done.” 

    “Fine,” I said, darkly.  “I will coddle your provincial sensibilities in this, since you insist on dying needlessly.  I don’t have to like it, but I can console myself with the thought of it as evolution in action.” 

    “I do not understand.” 

    “Clearly.”  I shook my head.  “No, that’s unfair of me.  I apologize.  That was rude and unpleasant.  I’ve been unhappy about a number of things and I’m being an ass.  You don’t deserve that.  You’re doing a splendid job and I’m grateful.  Thank you for everything.” 

    “It is my pleasure,” he assured me. 

    “Now, on the subject of divine wrath,” I continued.  “You know this isn’t going to be kosher with the way of the warrior, right?” 

    “Of course,” he answered, surprised.  “How could it be?  You are not the Warrior.  Your domains are fire, shadow, and the secrets hidden between darkness and light.  One cannot expect your wrath to fall in the way a warrior would expect.” 

    “Divine right,” I muttered. 

    “Beg pardon?” 

    “Nothing.  So, my idea is to smite every ship not belonging to a House acknowledging the New Gods.  I figure if there are no ships belonging to the enemy, they’ll get the point about me being ticked off at them.” 

    “Possibly.” 

    “Possibly?  They can misinterpret it?” 

    “Probably, then.  However, it is wise, when attempting to sway opinions, to be certain one’s actions are taken in the way one wishes.  If you indiscriminately destroy things, you are a danger to everyone.  If you tell them you are about to destroy things of value, both as a punishment and a demonstration, in a controlled and deliberate fashion, that is a shield of another shape.” 

    “Hmm.”  I considered his words carefully.  Turn the situation around.  If someone was trying to make a point, would I want to be told what the point is before or after they destroy something?  Something like, “Since you’ve burned down my house, I’m going to burn down yours.  It’s not personal, just business.”  And then the house catches fire.  It projects a very different tone.  It’s a rational retaliation and it might not slam the door to reasoned dialogue. 

    On the other hand, if Alden had somehow managed to explain he was going to hang me by one ankle to make a point, would I be as upset with him?  Yes, I absolutely would. 

    I think.  I’m not in the best position to judge. 

    We did need a Minister of Propaganda, though.  I recall discussing it with my altar ego.  Someone was going to have to think like the locals.  My patience for doing things in such a manner as to coddle their tender sensibilities was pretty much at an end.  And since Hazir understood these things better than anyone else I knew… 

    “I suppose,” I mused, “it would not be unreasonable to let them know why I’m doing it.  Just to draw their attention to it.” 

    “I agree.” 

    “Great.  You’re in charge of it.  Make sure they know before I burn their ships.” 

    “I?” he asked, startled. 

    “You.  You’re in charge of communicating what we want and so forth.  Hail, Mahrani of Propaganda.” 

    “I wouldn’t know where to begin.” 

    “Send messages,” I suggested. 

    “I did not mean to imply I had no thoughts on the logistics of the situation,” he told me, testily.  “I meant I had and have no experience with ships.” 

    “Oh.  Tell them the patience of the gods is not limitless, and that examples of divine wrath are becoming more and more likely.  I’ll take care of the actual mass destruction.” 

    “I trust your destruction will be somewhat selective?” 

    “Yeah, about that… I’ve had a thought.” 

    “May I sit?  I would rather not be subject to more shocks while standing.” 

    “Please.”  We seated ourselves and I continued.  “It might be a good idea to tell the coastal New Gods cities—Sarashda and Morilada, right?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Tell them to draw their ships back home.  Go defensive.  Imply the Old Gods cities are planning to invade via sea.” 

    “Not an unreasonable course, considering the numbers.  If a massed attack does come, either city will have no real hope of withstanding it, and so will surrender.  What is to be gained?” 

    “Hang on.  If it’s so obvious, why hasn’t it happened?” 

    “Beg pardon?” 

    “If the numbers clearly say Morilada will lose if the Old Gods guys show up, why haven’t they shown up?” 

    “How could they?” 

    I gritted my teeth. 

    “Hazir, we’re having a cultural disconnect, I think.  Remember, I think in, uh, celestial terms.  I look at the world and see it from a different perspective.  From my vantage, I don’t see any reason why the priests haven’t screamed for an attack on any of the New Gods cities.” 

    “Hmm.  Yes, I suppose… hmm,” he repeated, thinking.  “It is difficult to explain.” 

    “How would you explain it to a child?  Don’t get too technical or complicated.  Just the broad strokes.  Once I see what you’re driving at, I can fill in the rest.” 

    “Very well.  You seem to believe—no, I’ve begun wrongly.  Let me…” he trailed off, thinking, casting his eyes up to the ceiling and frowning. 

    “The priests,” he began, “do not have the authority to command an attack.  If they did, there would have been assaults on cities other than Balastada.  The priests must influence the Mazhani of the cities and the manzhani of the Houses.  These authorities possess the wealth, the power, and the right to command sufficient warriors. 

    “Although I should add:  Individually, each warrior fights for his own reasons, but of practical necessity, money is almost always part of the reason. 

    “While you or I might agree the conquest of the New Gods by the Old is relatively straightforward along the coast, the priests possess neither our priorities nor your authority.  Throughout the Empire, no one has the necessary authority to simply decree an all-out war.  This could be done at the Council of Law, and it may be those who wish war against the New Gods heresy—or simply a war to gain power, wealth, and glory for themselves, using the New Gods heresy as an excuse—are waiting for the Council to convene.  Much will be decided there.” 

    I kept my mouth shut for several seconds.  He said, or implied, Balastada was taken by adherents to the Old Gods.  I almost asked why Balastada was targeted, but I knew the answer.  It dominates the only real land route out of the Sarashdan triangle.  Balastada, in this instance, was a key strategic point and someone clearly recognized it as such.  It was a strategic priority.  Not taking it would be stupid.  Meanwhile, if the Old Gods have a majority among the coastal cities, a seaborne invasion from Sarashda to the rest of the Empire could be sunk without much trouble.  No hurry. 

    “So, the priests may be calling for war, but the Mazhani and manzhani are reluctant to go for it without a formal declaration in Council?” 

    “I believe so.  War is expensive,” Hazir stated, as though it was a maxim.  Seemed reasonable.  If it isn’t a Maxim, maybe it’s a Gatling. 

    “Which gives us a chance to talk to them at the Council of Law,” I continued.  “If the priests can’t push them into a general war beforehand, I mean.” 

    “They cannot.  Perhaps someone is planning a campaign against a neighbor, but it is for additional reasons.  The priests might tip the scales from a planned war to an active one.”  Hazir frowned and sat forward.  “Perhaps I overstep, but allow me this.  The priests wield little power directly.  Their advice is sought, yes, but they lack the ability to command obedience.  They are like one leg of a stool.  The Mazhani of the cities are another, and the manzhani of the Houses are the third.” 

    “The stool is the Empire?” 

    “Yes.  This is a greatly simplified model, you understand.” 

    “Got it.  Continue.” 

    “The Houses, collectively, wield great power.  Through the merchants of the Houses, most of the money of the Empire changes hands.  Every merchant, every craftsman, every service is brought to the people of the Empire through the machinations and organization of the Houses. 

    “The Mazhani, ruling the great cities, are also manzhani, true, but their authority is to maintain order, make policy, even make laws for their city.  While their House almost certainly wields great power within that city, they cannot compare with all the other Houses present.  As Mazhani, however, they are a political force, controlling the machinery of government. 

    “The priests speak with the gods.  As the agents of the divine, they minister to the people, overseeing things men may not control.  They hold the power of destiny—the caste to which one belongs and where the gods have deemed a man’s life must go.  They may have money and some political power, but their strength is immense influence with the people, to raise them up or calm them down.” 

    “I get it now, I think.  Okay.  So, if they rile up the people in a city of the Old Gods, all they’re really doing to costing everyone money, shooting down the ability to wage war, making enemies of the Mazhani and manzhani, and weakening the cities they most want to be strong.” 

    “Possibly, yes.” 

    “But this may also pressure those in formal charge of the place to calm down the populace by agreeing to the demands of the Temples, whether it be to lower the price of fish or raise an army to attack another city.” 

    “Correct in essence.” 

    “Now, as I understand it, at this Council of Law, we’ll be putting our two cents in with the political and financial legs of the stool.  Before it gets going, my job is to persuade the priestly elements not to oppose our machinations?” 

    “I hesitate to say it is your job,” he hedged.  “Rather, it would not be unwelcome.” 

    “I think I’m more clear on what I’m supposed to do.  I may have been thinking about this in a slightly-wrong frame of reference.” 

    “I am pleased to serve.” 

    “One more thing.  What would happen if, say, for example, the cities of the Old Gods, and only those cities, were to, oh, I dunno, suddenly lose some important documents?” 

    “Such as?” 

    “Well, just of the top of my head, as an example, say they somehow misplaced all the Temple records and the whole library of law in the Hall of Ruling.  If this happened in each and every Old Gods city, how would that affect our cause?” 

    Hazir was silent for a moment, pondering it as a hypothetical situation. 

    “If properly handled, it could be a major blow.  The legitimacy of the view that your godhood is false could be badly damaged.  If the Lord of Secrets has taken away the history of the Empire from those unworthy to hold it?  It could be very useful, indeed, if we could capitalize on it.” 

    “Okay.”  I raised one hand, snapped my fingers.  “There.  It’s done.  Now work on capitalizing on it.” 

    “I beg your pardon?” 

    “Capitalize on it as soon as possible.  For now, though, back to the naval thing.  If we have our two cities fort up and call back all the ships—that is, if all the Houses based in those cities call their ships back to one or the other of those two ports—I can then destroy any other vessels I find, right?” 

    Hazir blinked at me for several seconds, trying to get up to speed with the change from hypothetical to actual, then trying to process an unrelated question. 

    “I believe so.  On the open sea, of course.”  He trailed off and looked away, gaze becoming unfocused as he considered it.  “I do not see why not.  Couched as an example of divine wrath…” 

    I waited.  He was thinking. 

    “No, this will not do.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “If I may suggest?” 

    “Fire away.” 

    “Let us set a date after the Council of Law.  On that date, any House not allied with the New Gods will be a potential target of divine wrath.  It will force the Houses to openly choose a side.” 

    “Won’t they just park their ships where it’s safe, regardless?” 

    “Most, yes.  Those who are determined to support the old order of things, or are heavily influenced in some way, will not risk offending the priests.  And the priests cannot encourage them to find safe harbor.  It would be tantamount to admitting you are a god.  They cannot afford to be seen to take you seriously.” 

    “So the die-hards go boom and the faithful are safe.  And the wishy-washy get an excellent example of why being on my side is the right side.” 

    “Indeed.” 

    “Okay.  I can work with that.  I’ll set things up so you can blow away a lot of ships after the Council ends.” 

    “I?” 

    “You’re going to discuss these matters at the Council, aren’t you?  Who better to pick a day?  Besides, I may be off doing other wrathful things.” 

    “I take your point.” 

    “I’ll make arrangements to have a celestial display in the sky.  We want the Mazhani and manzhani to be clear this is a divine act because their priests are in the wrong.  Or have I misunderstood?” 

    “No, you understand.  By achieving naval superiority, we remove pieces from play and simplify our work.  By making it clear it is a divine being who is doing so, effectively bypassing the Temples, we humiliate and discredit the priests who would deny you.  I think it will be an effective demonstration.  Anyone who will not heed your warning—or listen to reason—at the Council of Law will have the wrath of the gods to consider.  Those who become aware of the miracle of the missing history will already have much to think about and will therefore, I believe, be open to new points of view.” 

    “I like it.  Get going.  I have work to do.” 

    “As you command, Great One.” 

    The word he used was zeitan.  It meant, roughly, divine being. 

      

    I spied on the Temple in Linranion for a while.  I couldn’t scry inside without breaching their bubble shield, since I was in the same world.  On the other hand, I could still watch from the street outside.  There was a lot of activity in the lesser temple buildings.  People were visiting their patron deities directly, rather than going through the main building.  The central Temple was closed, doors shut tight and heavily guarded. 

    We really should have built an external shrine for the Lord of Fire and Shadow.  Having it spring up overnight would have been nice.  Still, they have a new idol in the main building.  Worse, they have a new niche in the main building.  They can’t just haul it out and make it go away.  Maybe having a shrine built by human hands is a better example of their newfound faith.  If they ever find it. 

    Mind you, if my altar ego reported they were taking prybars to the statue in an attempt to remove it, I was going to remove their records vault, as well.  It would make a point.  I hoped they would consult other Temples before doing anything rash. 

    As I decided I’d give a lot to listen in on what was happening in the offices and other halls of bureaucratic power inside the Temple, a thought occurred to me.  I dialed up my altar ego.  His face formed immediately, looking a bit harried. 

    “Problem?” I asked. 

    “Not exactly.  What’s on your mind?” 

    “Two things.  First, I’ve spoken with Hazir.  Remember how we have a power budget problem for miracles?” 

    “That’s my line.” 

    “Yeah, but I understand it better, now.  Let’s hold off on the actual miracles.  We did a good one in Linranion.  At the Council, word will spread.  Hazir will add more ideas to the mix and we should have a pretty good argument for swinging Houses to our side.  We’ll then smite the ones who are damned determined not to be and encourage the survivors to have a rethink.” 

    “I don’t follow.” 

    “Talk to Hazir.  He’ll explain.” 

    “I’ll do that.  What was the other thing on your mind?” 

    “I was wondering if you could hear what’s going on in the Temple we updated.  You’ve got a statue there, after all, and you did poke it in the eyes with your divine fingers.  However, neither of these is as important as why you look like you’re hiding in the closet to have a private phone call.  What’s wrong?” 

    “It’s not your problem.” 

    “I set things up to give you atomic-powered divinity dynamos and you tell me it’s not my problem?  How can you say such a thing?” 

    “Fine, fine.  I’m currently trying to avoid notice.” 

    “Good guess on my part.” 

    “We’re psychic, remember?” 

    “It slipped my mind,” I said, sarcastically.  “What are we hiding from?” 

    “I don’t know.” 

    “So, the only thing to fear is fear, itself?” 

    “You’re not funny.” 

    “The hell I’m not.” 

    “Sometimes you’re funny.” 

    “I can accept that.  Meanwhile, the problem?” 

    “Remember my jungle metaphor?  I’m no longer obvious prey in the jungle.  I’m one predator among many.  I’m bigger than I was, stronger, and I’m capable of dishing out not-inconsequential damage.  Now I have claws, so nobody wants to get hurt, see?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “Now we have a common problem.  Something bigger has wandered into our jungle.  Remember the gods of Rethven?” 

    “Not as well as I should, but I wasn’t really myself when I met most of them.” 

    “Well, most of those started out as gods somewhere else.” 

    “How does that work?” I interrupted. 

    “I have multiple selves scattered among several worlds, near power sources, feeding me.  This is how a thing like me lives.  As for finding new places and establishing new gardens, I need an avatar who can physically travel to other worlds and find worshipers for me.” 

    “Guilty.” 

    “Yes, you’re the major cause of me in most respects.  But the avatar traveling to establish power bases is one method, my method.  What I think the gods of Rethven did was sort-of similar.  Instead of a physical avatar, they empowered a copy of themselves—much like I have little copies of me at each dynamo farm—and gave the copy enough juice to survive on its own for a while.  This gets chucked out into the great sea of alternates to find food sources.” 

    “Hang on.  They… what?  Clone themselves, armor it against chaos, and just chuck it out like bait on a hook?  Fishing for universes?  Or for worship?” 

    “Not quite like that.  I make sub-selves of myself in my deific hive-mind, remember?  I am a manyfold entity—father, son, holy spirit, moderately holy spirit, cousin, second cousin, brother-in-law, and so on.” 

    “You are legion, for you are many?” 

    “Shut up.  What they do is a variation of the same thing.” 

    “I don’t think I get it.  Is this like when you poke a hole in a universe and force your way in?” 

    “Not really.  This is only on the energy plane congruous with a physical plane.  The sub-self does not go out in the Void.  The chaos would disintegrate it too quickly to be useful.” 

    “Okay, I get that, but not what’s going on.” 

    “If I don’t have a physical avatar to send, I can create a sub-self, like the ones at the dynamo farms.  I can send it into the energy plane of another world, there to try and farm it for faith.  I don’t send it through the Void.  I send it through the energy planes.  It might not come back, but how often do you lose the bait when fishing? 

    “The ideal,” he continued, “is to find someplace with an easy situation to step into.  Some god has just taken a beating and you can take over for him.  Someone is ripe for avatar-hood, or simple possession.  Ideally, though, the world is a relatively primitive one from the standpoint of religious development and you can announce yourself, do a helpful little thing, be worshiped, and establish an instant foothold in the physical plane to maintain a presence on the energy plane.” 

    “Is that what’s happening?” 

    “Probably.  It’s someone’s juiced-up celestial-type avatar come to visit.  It doesn’t have a power source here—I don’t think it does—but the other aspects of it in other worlds can send power to maintain it.  It’s big and powerful and I’m trying not to be detected lest I be singled out as someone smart enough to recognize what’s going on.” 

    “What else can you tell me?” 

    “Not much.  Getting a good look at it means exposing myself enough to be examined in return.  I’d rather let it look around and decide whether or not to stay.  If it does decide to stay, it’ll have to spend a lot of its power to contact the physical world of Tauta and establish a permanent presence.  If it can’t establish enough of a worship base to support it—too much effort for the possible returns—it might withdraw voluntarily to cut its losses.” 

    “I knew it was tough to branch out, but I didn’t understand how it was done.” 

    “You still don’t, but you have a better idea.” 

    “Thank you for all you do.” 

    “Yeah, well, you’re welcome.  Excuse me a second.  I need to relocate.” 

    The face of sand fell to the table, smooth and level.  I waited.  Several minutes later, it rose into the air and took shape again. 

    “Okay.  Had to make sure I wasn’t being tracked.” 

    “Got it.  This interruption to dodge the invader—does this mean you’re going to be unavailable?” 

    “No, I think I’ll be fine.  We will, I mean.  I may have time constraints about when I can do things, though.  We could be interrupted.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “Say you’re in a mansion.  There’s a man with a gun and he’s looking for you.  You want to make a phone call.  You have a mobile phone, so it’s easy enough, but there’s a chance you may have to evade him.” 

    “Oh.  And you can’t lock the doors?” 

    “The metaphor isn’t perfect,” he grumped.  “Although…” he trailed off.  “I might not be able to lock a door, but I might be able to create a diversion for occasions when we have to have specific timing.  I’ll come up with something.” 

    “Excellent.” 

    “There is something you should do, though.  With Player Thirteen joining the game, Rahýfel needs to make up his damn mind, and make it up now.” 

    “What?  Why?  And not because I think I’ll understand, but because he’ll ask me.  You know he will.” 

    “If Rahýfel wants to ascend, he needs to get on it pronto.  He will then be a fully-formed celestial intelligence.  His God of Wizards doesn’t have as much in the way of force compared to the other gods, but it’s more intelligent, more capable of thinking.  It’s still only a chimpanzee compared to you or Rahýfel.  If Rahýfel ascends, the God of Wizards will still be weaker than the others, but he will be more likely to survive.” 

    “And if he doesn’t want to ascend?” 

    “The big thing wandering around up here is perfectly capable of eating other gods.  These gods, at least.  One at a time.” 

    “Hold on.  Let’s go back to the jungle metaphor again.” 

    “Huh?  Okay, but why?” 

    “You say the gods can eat other gods?  I didn’t think they could be killed.  Not killed killed.” 

    “They can’t.  At least, not in any way I know.  Not the way you think of it.” 

    “How does it work?” I asked, injudiciously. 

    “Look.  The gods up here are very simple patterns, at present.  These can be killed if their energy states are brought low enough.  A new one will form eventually, but it will require active worship.  As long as the Temples are there, they’ll start over.  But their patterns are so basic, they’re kind of generic.  Whatever manifests to replace one won’t have any memories of before.  So, yes, they can be killed, but they’ll come ‘back to life,’ as it were, as a brand-new celestial entity. 

    “Killing one permanently would require destroying him and all his followers, then laying down dogma to generate some other entity to fill the vacated niche.  Or just kill everyone on the planet so nobody ever manufactures a belief close to the eradicated pattern.  Sure, it’s possible, but—” 

    “—probably not worth the effort,” I agreed. 

    “Not unless you have a really good reason.  Now, as for eating other gods, it’s not quite like tigers eating each other.  No, I meant the gods can take power from each other.  If I assault the God of Wizards, beat him down, and take as much power as I can from him, he’s left with nothing but the input from his worshippers.  I’ve stolen all his savings, so he has to live paycheck to paycheck.  I don’t get as much power from him as I should, since it’s not tuned to me.  The conversion factor is lousy.  Think of it like a carnivore eating vegetables.  A little of it gets digested, but the rest is wasted.” 

    “Got it.  Go on.” 

    “The God of Wizards doesn’t lose his size, or his muscles.  He’s still as big and as capable as he was, since he’s spent most of his power on being a bigger, stronger god.  It’s his vitality that’s depleted.  With me so far?” 

    “I think so.” 

    “Now, you know how your spells can run out of power and consume themselves before they fail?  Or how human bodies, when they’re starving, will start eating up their own mass to stay alive?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “This is something like that.  I can bleed the power out of him, but to really hurt him I have to… uh…” 

    “You have to dismember him, not just cut him open and let him bleed.” 

    “Yes!  That’s excellent.” 

    “Seemed obvious to me.” 

    “Oh.  Yes, I suppose it would.  It’s really a continuation of the process, so maybe it’s more a case of letting him bleed out, then hooking up a pump to suck the rest of the fluids out.” 

    “I can get behind that.  Go on.” 

    “So, I rip him to pieces.  He’s left weak and unable to resist further depredations on my part.  If I have enough power, I can beat him down to the point I can take over his worship, keeping him drained and powerless.  He’s still there, but he’s helpless.  At that point, I can pretend to be him at the weekly worship services.” 

    “Like the Devourer or the Boojum did in Rethven.” 

    “Correct!  So, I can fight with a lesser god to take some of its force and, once I start stealing its worship—” 

    “Hold on,” I interrupted.  “I’m not clear on how this benefits you.  Eating them, or parts of them, is fine, I get that.  But their worship isn’t tuned to you.” 

    “I have to keep their matrix a prisoner,” he told me.  “The worship goes to them and gets converted from faithful input to… Call it ‘celestial blood.’  Humans eat their vegetables and you drink the blood they make.  The captive god eats the human faith and I drink its blood.  How’s that?” 

    “I can understand that.  You use him as a transformer and don’t let him keep any of the power.” 

    “Exactly.  I still have to keep his contained matrix as an antenna to draw in the faith energy, though.” 

    “All right, knowing all this, why don’t we do the kill, contain, and consume routine to the other gods of Tauta?  You could start with the God of Wizards and expand from there.  Or isn’t this practical?” 

    “Because they’re still bigger than I am.  I have a greater energy reserve, but they’re stronger.  I run marathons; they’re bodybuilders.  Remember, I’m still trying to bulk up on nuclear steroids.  And there’s no point to having anything close to a fair fight.  If I get into it with another god, even if I win, I’ll have expended so much force I’ll be in no shape to resist if anyone else shows up.  Weakened, we’ll both be food for a third party.  The one who starts this process is likely to be the second one who gets turned into a cow on the divinity ranch.   

    “Worse, this sort of fight won’t turn an immediate profit in energy terms.  The fight, the dismemberment, the antenna conversion, the containment—all that will require more energy than you can immediately get out of the god in question.  The benefit comes from taking the resources of the loser over time.  In theory, I could do this, but I would already have to have a clear superiority to make it possible, by which time it really isn’t worth it.” 

    “I’ll take your word for it.  Back to the whole jungle problem.  Rahýfel needs to ascend immediately?” 

    “That, or he has to cut off his connection with the God of Wizards.” 

    “To future-quote a whiny wizard, ‘But whyyyyyy?  Why right nowwww?’” 

    “Because if the new guy up here comes across your patron deity and tries to eat him, he’ll definitely notice the person acting as his avatar.” 

    “Hold it!  You mean if the Shere Khan of your jungle jumps you—” 

    “He’ll get you, too.  Yes.  At least, he’ll notice you, since you’re only a sort-of avatar.  If you’re in Tauta, anyway.  It’s not easy being intimately connected to a celestial entity.” 

    My reply was vulgar but not unwarranted. 

    “Ask Leisel,” he replied.  “She’s usually up for it.” 

    “Later.  We really need to figure out a way to get you your own avatar instead of half-assing it with me.” 

    “Let me know what you come up with.  Meanwhile, you should tell Rahýfel—” 

    “How about we clone me inside a extra-large divinity dynamo so you can attune the empty body for your own use?” 

    So that’s what I look like when I’m stunned speechless. 

    “I mean,” I went on, “as I understand it, when the Boojum told a group of irradiated priests to sacrifice themselves in the Darkwood, he miraculously combined their bodies into a single body, using their willing human sacrifice energies to power the transformation and possession.  I figure if we start with a genetic structure reasonably attuned to you already, grow it in a celestial-energy field matching yours, and do it specifically so you can operate the thing, it should be your avatar.  Am I wrong?  Have I missed something in the theory?” 

    He repeated my earlier comment.  It was profane, to say the least. 

    “No, thanks,” I told him.  “I’m not that much of a narcissist.  Besides, it would have to be my clone, and that would be weird.” 

    “Can you clone yourself?  Without bringing along your chaos infection?” 

    “How would I know?  I haven’t tried.  On the one hand, it would seem I don’t pass it on to any offspring, but that may be an effect of the mother’s resistance to the infection.  It takes deliberate effort to make a nightlord-type vampire. 

    “On the other hand, we’re talking about cells—or cell nuclei—taken directly from my body.  It’s not a blood cell, obviously, but it is an actual piece of me.  I don’t know how it works.  Not yet,” I added. 

    “You know, if you find you can’t clone yourself without creating a soulless nightlord monster, we might try it with just some random person.  If you grow a body from a single cell, we can take as long as we need for me to imprint on it.  We might not need to clone you, specifically.” 

    “Fair enough.  Who would you suggest?” 

    “Let me get back to you.  This is… something.  If this works, I could have a physical avatar at each of my dynamo farms.  I could have one here in Tauta.” 

    “And I would be largely off the hook for dealing with sudden problems.” 

    “Aha!  Enlightened self-interest!” 

    “Give the job to a lazy man,” I recited. 

    “I’ll see what I can find in the way of likely genetic donors.” 

    “Just say the word.  I know where I can find cloning equipment.  If we can’t get it to work ourselves, I can find someplace where cloning is a mature technology and pay someone to do it.  Regardless, we can time-ticker the hell out of it so we don’t waste time here.” 

    “I’m for it.  But, back on the subject of wasted time?” 

    “Yes?” 

    “Rahýfel.  Get him off the fence.  He needs to either go fully mortal or fully divine, and he needs to do it pronto.  The God of Wizards doesn’t always listen to me, and he gets bored easily.  Since he’s the weakest of the celestials on this plane, he’s the most vulnerable to whatever is prowling around.  If I can’t persuade him to keep a low profile, he may be next on the menu—and Rahýfel may be dessert.” 

    “Fine.  I’ll pop over to his tower and see if he’s busy.” 

      

    Bronze and I appeared in the street.  A brute-force shift is cheaper than a brute-force gate, mostly because it happens much faster.  A gate has to open and stabilize, and we also have to pass through it with enough margin for safety.  A shift isn’t truly instantaneous, but it’s no more than a snap of the fingers. 

    We walked up to the side entrance—not the public, business entrance—and knocked politely.  The viewport slid open. 

    “What do you want?” asked the eyes behind the iron frame. 

    “I’d like a word with Rahýfel, please.” 

    “He’s not here.”  Slam! 

    Clearly, this guy was new.  You’d think everyone in the building would know who I am.  Or is my ego bigger than I think?  Regardless, while I didn’t want to challenge a whole building devoted to wizardry, I wasn’t averse to knocking it down and questioning their ghosts. 

    I took a breath.  Two, in fact.  Deep ones. 

    No, we were not going to get into this fight right now.  I was going to try sweet reason.  Although I might quote a few verses from the Book of Threats. 

    I knocked again.  Politely.  I didn’t pound on the door or anything.  The viewport slid open again. 

    “Are you still here?” he demanded. 

    “I apologize.” 

    “Huh?” 

    “It’s entirely my fault.” 

    “Uh, yeah.  I’m sure it is.” 

    “I didn’t phrase my intentions clearly enough.  I am looking for Rahýfel so we can have a conversation.  I have things he desperately needs to know and I want you to tell me everything you know about how to find him.” 

    The eyes narrowed. 

    “Does he owe you money?” he demanded. 

    “No.  This is a professional courtesy.” 

    “Wait here.”  The port slammed shut again, but not with the same sense of finality.  I listened, but someone had a decent privacy spell up.  No sound came through it.  Still, it was progress.  I can be patient when there’s obviously a point. 

    The door opened and two wizards gestured me in.  I accepted their invitation.  Bronze waited by necessity; the door was too small.  On the other hand, she felt the wall was too thin to stop her if she needed to make an entrance.  I countered that the wall had a spell for reinforcement.  She agreed, but was of the opinion there wasn’t enough of it.  It was structural, not strategic.  I didn’t ask how she could tell.  She’s smarter than the average horse.  She might be smarter than me. 

    My escorts wore a number of protective spells.  I couldn’t take offense.  I was wearing quite a few, myself.  For them, it seemed normal.  For me, it’s probably a result of recent paranoia-inducing issues.  I might have overdone it, actually. 

    Oh, who am I kidding?  I’ll add more as soon as I think of more to add. 

    We went upstairs to a meeting room.  It occupied an entire floor in what was once one of the round towers that made up the keep.  Seven more wizards waited for me there.  My two escorts joined them, seating themselves around the outer edge of a round, wooden table.  The table was really a long, narrow table bent around an empty, circular area, a bit like the Greek letter omega.  I was shown into the middle. 

    I didn’t like it.  It made me uncomfortable to be surrounded by wizards.  To be fair, it makes me uncomfortable to be surrounded.  It makes me want to seek solitude by removing whoever is surrounding me, and I was still feeling somewhat testy from my previous annoyances. 

    Yes, I can carry a grudge.  I’m bringing home at least silver in the Olympic grudge-toting event. 

    “What is your business with Rahýfel?” asked the guy opposite the table’s entry gap.  He was a short, stocky fellow with short-cropped black hair and an eyepatch over his right eye.  A nasty scar appeared above and below the eyepatch.  I wondered if it had anything to do with a shattered scrying device. 

    “Do you know who I am?” I asked. 

    “Yes.” 

    “Then you’ll understand when I say the discussion is not something you’ll comprehend.  I’m delivering a message.” 

    They muttered among themselves for a moment. 

    “I don’t like your attitude, messenger.” 

    I noticed he used the term vestitor, which, taken literally, could be interpreted as one who speaks for the gods.  It’s a term usually used informally to refer to a priest speaking ex cathedra, but it could be bent a little and translated to angel, in the sense of a divine messenger, depending on context.  He used it in an ambivalent mode, so he could go with either meaning depending on how I took it. 

    I took a breath, held it, let it slowly escape. 

    “Sir,” I began, “I feel I should tell you many things before we continue.  May I?” 

    “Speak.” 

    I bit back my first response.  I am not a trained animal to be given a command.  I did my best to accept it as permission, instead. 

    “Thank you.  Noble sir,” I began, inching toward him as I spoke, “I am the avatar of the Lord of Fire and Shadow.  Through dangers untold and hardships unnumbered, I have fought my way here to deliver a message for Rahýfel.  You have no power over me, and I am in no mood to be trifled with.” 

    By this point, I was directly opposite him, with only the width of the narrow table between us. I put my hands on the table and leaned forward to make eye contact.  At his gesture, an invisible shield of energy sprang up along his edge of the table.  The table was a powerful magical device.  Penetrating the shield would be difficult, but not impossible. 

    Magically, it would be difficult, I mean.  I leaned forward, thinking along my link to my altar ego.  We had a flashing interchange of thought and determined we could afford to spend the energy.  I breathed on the barrier and it sparkled, sputtered, and disappeared. 

    It was a miracle.  And, as such, didn’t register in the magic-sensitive sight of wizards.  From their point of view, I breathed on a potent defensive ward and it disappeared like a soap bubble in a furnace. 

    “You don’t seem to understand the gravity of the situation,” I continued, leaning forward. “I’ll use small words.  I’m more than a little pissed off.  I want Rahýfel.  Help me or admit you can’t—either is equally acceptable.  But you will decide now.” 

    There were a number of people getting ready for a fight until I used That Voice.  Suddenly, they knew there was some Thing standing there, glaring at their leader.  Whatever it was, it was exactly that:  an It.  A Thing.  Possibly even a god. 

    My altar ego pulled another trick.  He put forth his power and every lantern and lamp in the room—all magical, I noted—simply went out.  Nevertheless, I was still visible.  I was the ghostly reflection in a sheet of glass in an otherwise pitch-dark room.  Visible, but not illuminating anything.  Eerie. 

    “Well?” I asked, and the echo ran around the room, demanding, commanding. 

    “He’s not here,” the leader said.  His tone said he wished like hell he wasn’t.   

    “Go on,” I encouraged, less forcefully. 

    “He’s left us,” he added, speaking rapidly and gaining speed as he went.  “We’re trying to find him, too!  We’re running the business ourselves but he’s driven it into such debt—and you don’t care, right.  Right.  We don’t know where he is but we would like to.  If you can help us find him, we’ll all get what we want.  Or-we-can-help-you?  Eitherwaywhicheveryouprefer.” 

    I stepped back from his arc of the table, ignoring the way individual wizards were trying to surreptitiously activate personal defensive devices.  I took a slow walk in the dark around the inner perimeter, trying for a thoughtful expression.  I, in fact, think it over.  How do I help the celestial god of wizards, get Rahýfel off the celestial tit, and not alienate or offend a whole level of society—the magic-working caste of the Tassarian Empire? 

    “How much are you in debt?” I asked. 

    “Almost two hundred shiraks of gold!” 

    I recalled the Rahýfel’s lifestyle when I last visited.  Yes, it would be an expensive one.  One shirak was roughly fourteen pounds.  Two hundred of them would be almost a ton and a half.  Silver would have been impressive.  But in gold? 

    Hey.  Upstairs. 

    Still here. 

    Where the hell is Rahýfel? 

    I don’t know.  I’m still not doing well on the omniscience front. 

    My response was not, strictly speaking, relevant.  On the other hand, there were other ways of hunting him down.  He had creditors. 

    “What you see before you,” I told them, “is an avatar, not the actual God of Fire and Shadow.  Rather than dissolve this form only to have to re-form it, I choose to remain.  Therefore, I will employ you to complete my mission.  Find Rahýfel for me and I will give you two hundred shiraks of gold—and I will give you my thanks and goodwill, both of which are seldom things, and more valuable than you can know.  How say you?” 

    They muttered to each other in the darkness, but I have good ears.  They doubted they could get the money out of Rahýfel, but for that much gold, they could put in the effort to find him.  One of them made whispered mention of the fact the debt wasn’t a full two hundred and was instantly shushed by his neighbor.  Another observed he would happily locate anybody for that much money. 

    “We agree,” came the leader’s response.  “We will find Rahýfel for you and you will give us the money to pay the debts.” 

    The power suppressing the lamps withdrew and the room seemed brighter than before. 

    “I accept.  I shall have half sent to you immediately and the other half when you have found him.  Leave word with the Valley of La Mancha, the lands of House Lucard.” 

    “We can absolutely do that.” 

    “Excellent.  Thank you for your time.” 

    I showed myself out.  Nobody seemed inclined to stop me.  Nobody seemed inclined to have anything to do with me, which suited my mood perfectly. 

    Back at the castle, I spoke to Leisel and Hazir about dropping a couple of piles of money on the guys running Rahýfel’s old business. 

    What, exactly, was Rahýfel’s business?  Wizardry, obviously.  Potions, wands, rings, whatever?  Did they do custom enchantment, or did they crank out the staples of a magical society?  Healing potions, perhaps?  Potions to cure diseases?  Magical mirrors or crystal balls?  Devices to block scrying spells, certainly.  Were there magical paintbrushes?  Carpentry tools?  Mining equipment?  Self-repairing ropes?  I know I’ve seen magical clothes changing colors.  What else did they make? 

    On the money front, how big is the enchantment business?  I used to think it might be independent wizards operating as part of their caste.  Maybe it is, but with some wizards banding together to create the bigger, more powerful enchantments.  Maybe it’s a bigger business than I thought. 

    I should have taken a course in economics.  Maybe I’ll eat an economist.  Maybe I’ll go to back to school.  Maybe I’ll take a course in economics and then eat the professor. 

    With Hazir and Tessera in the counting-house, counting out the money, I fired up the sand table and my brand-new Ring of Many Gates.  I did a complete search for Rahýfel, but he was shielded.  Well, fine.  Sometimes, depending on the type of shield, it’s not effective against extradimensional approaches.  I gated over to Phoebe’s world, landing in my rathole apartment hideout. 

    Yes, I arrived with sword drawn, visor down, and a readiness to disembowel anyone present.  Just because I looked through and saw no one doesn’t mean they weren’t hiding.  Or invisible.  Or something. 

    Nobody leaped out at me.  After a brief search of the apartment—there wasn’t much to search—I came to the tentative conclusion there might not be anyone lying in ambush. 

    Okay.  So I did another search of Tauta, this time from another world.  No soap.  Rahýfel was using a radiant shield instead of a bubble shield.  Reluctantly, I had to admit there might be other methods of hiding from a gate-search, but the fact he could use a radiative shield instead of a perimeter shield was sufficient. 

    I stepped back into Tauta, parked my armored butt next to the sand table, and gave myself seriously to think. 

      

    I kicked the sand table and phoned up my altar ego.  He answered immediately, which was nice. 

    “Safe spot?” I asked. 

    “Relatively.  I’m trying to monitor his movements.  He has his favorite game trails and watering holes.  They’re all good places to soak up untuned belief.” 

    “Untuned belief?” 

    “Everybody has their superstitions.  They believe in things even if they don’t have anyone in particular to believe in.  I’m not sure, yet, what his favorite flavors are.” 

    “It matters?” 

    “It would give me a clue as to his general nature.  If he prefers the intense emotional surges of a bordello, for example, or the scattered instances of personal agony, or just the way people sometimes project raw hope without a formal prayer.  All these things are edible to us.” 

    “Kind of like finding edible plants in the wild, rather than harvesting food from a garden?” 

    “Exactly!  Plus, there are people who are dying all the time.  The Tassarian Empire doesn’t really have a god of death.  They believe in reincarnation.  Every time someone dies, there’s a surge of power.” 

    “Like a human sacrifice?” 

    “It’s the same principle, but a human sacrifice is a directed release.  Dying is sunlight coming through a window.  A human sacrifice is sunlight coming through a magnifying glass.” 

    “It’s the same amount of energy—” 

    “Don’t get technical.” 

    “Sorry.” 

    “What did you call about?” 

    “Oh, I couldn’t find Rahýfel, so I put his creditors on his trail, sort of.” 

    “Seems reasonable.” 

    “And I want to cut him off from his celestial patron, if that’s possible.” 

    “Maybe you better explain that one.” 

    “Correct me where I go wrong.  As I understand it, people all over the place are generating energy specific to the celestial wizard.  Rahýfel and his altar ego share the output like two kids drinking from the same hose.  Yes? 

    “I’m going to say yes, for now, but I may change my mind.  Go on.” 

    “Now, celestial entities such as yourself share certain characteristics in common with the clockwork energy automatons we call angels.  Yes?” 

    “Again, let’s see where this goes before I agree unreservedly.  Continue.” 

    “That’s fair.  I’m pretty sure I can capture and contain an angel.  I am therefore fairly confident similar principles can be used to capture and contain most of the energy-state beings.” 

    My altar ego was silent for several seconds, considering this. 

    “I want to say it can’t be done,” he replied, finally, “but I don’t have a reason.  Maybe I just don’t like the idea.  Either way, it won’t do us any good.  If you contain the God of Wizards, you cut him off from his worshipers and Rahýfel will get the total—wait.  Is that the idea?  Force-feed him so he has to either ascend or die?” 

    “I hadn’t thought of that.  It’s not a bad idea.  What I was thinking was to adapt components from an Ascension Sphere.  If I can put receptors in the various statues of the celestial guy, they can feed directly into the containment matrix.  With all of the power from the Temple-based worship going into the celestial version, Rahýfel will be almost completely reliant on being just another wizard.  He’ll have to ask his altar ego about what’s going on and, if the celestial version is in a containment diagram, he won’t be able to connect.  Then he’ll try to talk to you to find out what the problem is.  We won’t have to hunt him down if he comes to us.” 

    “You do know people pray to the God of Wizards outside the Temples, right?” 

    “Yes, but if the collector is drawing in the majority of the active worship—the Temples are in the cities, and that’s where most of the wizards worshiping him are—then Rahýfel will only get a dribble from the hose instead of a drink.” 

    “Hmm.  Offhand, I don’t see any major flaws in your reasoning, but how do you intend to persuade the celestial version of him to step into a containment matrix?  How do you plan to put it up here on a non-material plane?  Or how do you plan to get him to come visit the cold, dark, and inhospitable material plane?” 

    “I’ll leave it up to you.  You’re persuasive.” 

    “You want me to talk the three-year-old into doing something unpleasant for his own good?” 

    “Yep.” 

    He stared at me for several seconds.  I simply smiled and waited. 

    “All right,” he decided.  “I’ll try.  At least I know one thing for sure, now.” 

    “What’s that?” 

    “You do have faith in me.” 

    “In a manner of speaking.  I still need to work out the details on my spells, though.  Do you mind if I skip over to the fastest reactor and do containment experiments on you?  If we do this, I mean.” 

    “I can split that me into two parts.  It’ll cost a bit more, but the power budget there is excellent.  By the way, any ideas on further miracles for the cities south of Linranion?” 

    “Do you think we can get away with the same one?” 

    “Doubtful.  If I were a bunch of heretical fanatics, I’d keep a guard inside the Temple from now on.” 

    “Isn’t that a bit, you know, hypocritical?  If the gods can’t watch over their stuff, what kind of gods are they?” 

    “False ones?” 

    “I was thinking the same thing.  I don’t suppose you feel like doing the miracle of appearance on your own?” 

    “Is that what we want to do?  It’ll take a big bite out of the Tautan energy budget.  Almost all of it will have to come across trans-universal borders, you know.” 

    “What’s our timetable look like?” 

    “We still have a couple of days.  I have no doubt the incident in Linranion will cause considerable consternation among the clergy.” 

    “Fair point.”  I paused for thought.  Something about what he said seemed wrong, somehow. 

    “You’ve got that look,” he observed. 

    “Give me a minute.  There’s something I’m not quite getting.” 

    “What can I explain?” 

    “No, I’ve got some sort of thought, but it’s lurking.  Tell me again what effect we had in Linranion?” 

    “Well, the Temple is closed while the clergy debate in the Diet of Linranion.  The people aren’t clear on what’s going on, but I imagine the rumors are a-flyin’.” 

    “The clergy versus the people,” I mused.  “Hang on.  Maybe we’ve been going about this all wrong.” 

    “How do you mean?” 

    “We’ve been trying to think of useful miracles, right?” 

    “Sure,” he agreed. 

    “Big, flashy things.  Parting of seas, rivers of blood, pillars of fire, all that stuff, right?” 

    “You mean miracles people can’t deny.  Things to sway the masses.  Stuff nobody can handwave away or deny as a hoax or whatever.” 

    “Yes.  Big, obvious, show-off miracles,” I pointed out. 

    “That’s the sort of thing we need, isn’t it?  A bush that burns and is not consumed, an eclipse, a pillar of fire by night and a pillar of smoke by day?” 

    “I don’t know.  This place functions on a caste system, and I don’t fully understand how it affects their thinking.  It seems to me normal people don’t have much to do with the gods other than as worshipers.  It’s the priests we need to get.  They’re the ones who call the shots about how religion works.” 

    “Isn’t that how all religions work?” 

    “Yes, but here it’s intensified, magnified.  You don’t govern a city unless you’re born to it.  You don’t become a warrior unless you’re born to it.  You don’t grow up to be anything at all unless you’re born into the caste permitting it.  Or, rather, you have no choice but to grow up to be whatever you were born as.  There are exceptions—adoptions across caste lines—but those are exceptions, not the rule.  So, if you’re born into the priesthood, you’re going to be a priest.” 

    “So?” 

    “So if you’re not born into the priesthood, you won’t be a priest, have no business being a priest, and take the priests’ word for it on anything related to the gods.” 

    “I think I’m starting to see.” 

    “We don’t need to persuade the masses,” I went on.  “We don’t need a pillar of fire to guide them.  We need to focus on and get the priests.  They are the ones who make the decisions about religion, including what gods to worship and how.” 

    “Okay, I see where you’re going with this.  Linranion was, in that sense, a great miracle.  The people might not see it yet, but the priests are discussing what it means and what to do about it, which is what we want and need.  What do we do next?” 

    “Remember the kustoni?” 

    “I ought to.  They’re doing a lot for my foothold in this world.” 

    “Didn’t you send them dreams and prophetic visions and whatnot?” 

    “Sure.  You put the idols there and helped with the initial psychic links.” 

    “But do you need the idols?  Aren’t you developed enough to send visions to anyone you want?” 

    “It’s not really a power-intensive activity,” he mused.  “I’m not entirely sure how costly it will be.  I’ve been thinking about how to affect physical realities, not communicate.” 

    “So pick a few priests, pay them a visit in their dreams—or bring one to a stop in the middle of the day and hand down the Word!—and tell them you’re disappointed in them.  More in sorrow than in anger, but the anger is there.  You’re patient, but not patient with stupidity.  Here’s your warning.  Talk to others and you’ll see they’ve had the same vision.  Here’s your divine revelation.  Hearken to it, oh ye of little faith.” 

    The face of sand looked thoughtful, nodding to itself as it worked through various points and mentally moved pieces around. 

    “This could work,” he acknowledged.  “The power budget should stand it without too much trouble, too.  And, best of all, I’m stronger now.  This should go a lot faster now that I’ve been developing.  I’m guesstimating I can be done with the first round in a couple of days—well, nights—and can go back for a daytime vision on any holdouts inside a week, what with the time differential on the reactors.” 

    The mention of the time differential twanged another recollection. 

    “Hey!” I interjected. 

    “What?” 

    “How long have I been here?” 

    “A couple of days?” 

    “I mean, how long relative to Phoebe’s world?” 

    “I don’t know.  I don’t have a dynamo there.  All I have is the fact Phoebe knows of me, and that’s not exactly the best of circumstances.” 

    “I’ll get her one so you can keep a watchful eye and an open ear.” 

    “What, now?” 

    “Yes, now.  There’s a religious lunatic there, too, with unreasonable expectations and a desire to get me to do his bidding.  Worse, I left the time differential running!” 

    “Go.  I’ll keep busy here.” 

    I ducked into my shift-booth to go to Iowa on my way to Phoebe’s place.

  


   
    Wednesday, April 30th, Phoebe’s World 

      

    A couple of weeks.  Could be worse.  The time differential isn’t fixed, as such, but due to the chain of time-tickers, it doesn’t vary wildly.  With a long chain of them doing their thing, the differential pattern seems pretty stable.  The first iteration varies a lot, but it averages about seven to one, decreasing as you go farther down the chain, but still multiplicative along the line.  So, in Phoebe’s world, I should still have months before the Council of Law finishes with their deliberations.  Then we bomb the heretics and do other nasty things. 

    What I go through to fix my foul-ups. 

    Before stepping through to Phoebe’s world, I opened the micro-gate on her mirror and looked around. 

    It was not the apartment I remembered.  It was still a witch’s workroom, but the layout was different and the walls were clearly not the same.  I did a bit of scrying around the house and found it was a corner house in a block of housing near West 80th and Riverside, across from Hudson Park, I think.  New York isn’t my home turf. 

    From the looks of things, she bought the building, lock, stock, and basement.  Workmen were busy turning a portion of the basement into private parking, complete with ramp. 

    Clearly, this vigilante hero thing can pay well. 

    Or… 

    …or Alden came back for everything, from Phoebe to her mirror to the tables in her workshop.  It might be Alden’s house. 

    I checked the shift-closet.  It still opened onto Phoebe’s old workroom.  All the stuff was gone from her former residence.  I did a quick search of the place and, from the looks of it, she simply moved out.  No signs of forced entry, no violence, no damage, no nothing.  I did note an electric dog-food dispenser and a water tank connected to a doggie bowl. 

    All right.  I returned to Iowa and used her mirror as a gate.  Gus, watching all this,  wanted to come along, so I held the mirror open for him. 

    Immediately, I catfooted over to one side of the door and listened.  Gus sniffed around the room and at the gap under the door.  It was early afternoon here, but if this was Phoebe’s new place, Cameron could be visiting at any hour.  Still, her micro-gate wasn’t active to hold the time differential—damn.  A variable to throw of my calculations.  I’m going to have to knuckle down and actually build a completely separate daisy-chain of time-ticking gates. 

    Anyway, I didn’t hear any bed squeaks.  I didn’t hear anyone moving around at all, aside from workmen two floors below.  Gus pawed at my leg and reassured me.  He smelled Phoebe and Jason, plus several others he didn’t recognize.  None of the scents were Alden.  I petted his head and thanked him. 

    Reassured, I put my gun away and sheathed my saber, but I left it unlocked, held in place by the magnets.  It might do minor damage to the scabbard, but the scabbard is enchanted to self-repair.  Sometimes I’m overcautious, I admit. 

    I took a moment to fetch a desktop model divinity dynamo.  I set it up in one corner of Phoebe’s workroom.  It spun up to operating speed and I checked in. 

    We good? I projected. 

    So far, he replied. 

    I drew my saber again before I opened the door. 

    Gus went first, scrabbling a bit on the hardwood floor.  He investigated everywhere with an open door.  I suspected she was out, but I knocked on closed doors before opening them anyway.  Neither Gus nor I smelled blood.  During the day, his nose is better than mine for most things. 

    Despite Gus’s assurances, I slid along the hall as though a gunman was waiting.  I took a quick, naked-eyeball glance around each corner to confirm it wasn’t dangerous.  We moved through the upper floors, searching, checking corners, watching for blind spots, and sniffing at everything.  Well, Gus did the sniffing.  We left the ground floor to the workmen to avoid having to answer difficult questions, but I did fly a scrying sensor down there. 

    I sat down in the home office area, in front of Zeno.  He survived Alden’s initial ransacking, possibly because a micro-gate doesn’t register in the same way as a big, pretty geode with a magical charge.  I opened the screen lid and he presented me with a smiling face so creepy it had to be designed by an advertising firm. 

    “Good afternoon, sir!  How can I help you today?” 

    “Are you okay?” 

    “Yes, sir!” 

    “I understand there was a disruption in the house a couple of weeks ago?” 

    “Yes, sir, there was.  I had a brief interruption of main power, but my internal battery took over!” 

    “I’m glad.  Anything new to report?” 

    “There have been several inquiries into Phoebe’s background by various low-level officials in city and state agencies, but they have all returned the prescribed data.  No anomalies are present, sir!” 

    “Good work, Zeno.  I’m proud of you.” 

    “Thank you, sir!” 

    “Now, can you tell me how to get in touch with Phoebe?  I seem to have misplaced my phone.” 

    “Would you prefer video, voice, or text, sir?” 

    “Just let her know I’m here, would you?” 

    “Right away, sir!” 

    I closed the screen lid and moved to a sturdier chair.  Gus put his head in my lap, so I skritched his ears while we waited. 

      

    The contractors, being professionals, knocked off promptly at four-thirty. I went downstairs to wait for Phoebe.  They were making a driveway ramp and entrance at ground level.  The basement was being refurbished as a four-car garage.  The driveway ramp ate up space along one wall of the house, both in the basement and the first floor, but the first floor only needed the basics: Kitchen, dining room, living room, and a bathroom.  With the ramp, the garage is four-car if the cars are the little electric things they use here.  It’s a two-car garage if it’s something Bronze is willing to wear.   

    I didn’t like the plastic sheeting partitioning off the ground floor.  I didn’t like the temporary barrier to the exterior, either.  It was well-lit, though, with a scissoring metal grate, chains, and padlocks.  It was good enough against casual burglars. 

    Phoebe came in through the front door with a gym bag over one shoulder and a double handful of shopping bags.  Once I determined it was, in fact, Phoebe, I came out from around the corner to help her.  The shopping bags held take-out containers, and lots of them.  Gus moved next to the table, sat down, and waited. 

    They know me so well. 

    Phoebe kissed my cheek as I took bags from her.  I noticed the containers had siblings in the trash.  Stacked in the trash, and stacked next to the trash.  I’m a failure as a parent. 

    “Welcome back, Pop.  Been busy?” 

    “I got my time-tickers backward.” 

    “Ah.  Tauta?” 

    “Yep.” 

    “How are things in the old Empire?” 

    “Coming along.  We haven’t got it all sorted out, but we’re working on it.  How are things around here?” 

    “I live in interesting times.  Like the new place?” 

    “Yes.  Why did you move?” 

    “Alden knew where I lived.  Now he only thinks he does.” 

    “He might still have access to gate thaumaturgy, you know.” 

    “Yes, but I’ve got security on the mirror, now!” 

    “Oh?” 

    “I’ll tell you over dinner.  I’m famished.” 

    So I laid out cardboard containers while she fetched plates.  No plastic utensils, I noticed, but she had more than enough dinnerware.  We fell to and I tossed the occasional piece of something over my shoulder.  Nothing reached the floor.  After I engulfed food—Phoebe brought quite a lot—I opened the containers to flatten them and let Gus lick them clean.  He knows not to eat cardboard.  The ones he didn’t care for I folded and put in the trash. 

    “General Tzu’s is my favorite place,” Phoebe sighed, sitting back.  “They do a great eggroll, but their calamari is the best.” 

    “I prefer the sweet and sour chicken.” 

    “I thought you liked the spicy chicken?” 

    “I haven’t finished the fine-tuning on my new ring and the taste-dampening spell.  Spices aren’t a deal-breaker, but I’m still not quite on track to enjoying them.” 

    “Poor Pop.  Your illusion isn’t set for your supposed age, either.  You don’t have any grey in your hair.  You look a lot younger.” 

    “I don’t have it on.  I have several settings for it, though.” 

    “I thought each disguise was a separate spell?” 

    “The old version was.  Now I have presets on a base spell.  And speaking of rings, any luck on finding mine?” 

    “Funny you should ask.  I’ve got ideas, leads, and maybe an opportunity.” 

    “I’m all ears.  What’ve you got?” 

    “I did some digging, spent some money, made some friends, and cast a few spells.  But, best of all, I had a phone call.” 

    “With?” 

    “Alden.” 

    I leaned forward and put my forearms on the table.  Gus raised himself to table level, put his forepaws on it, and mimicked me. 

    “Tell me everything.” 

    “He took all your stuff, right?  So he had to have your phone.  He may not immediately recognize it as a phone, with him being from the 50’s, but he’ll have it.  Better yet, he won’t take all the precautions someone else might in this era—toss the phone, break it open and reprogram it, whatever.” 

    “It’ll still be inside the cloaking spells from my other devices.” 

    “Yes, but while it’s active, it’s also got a gate link.” 

    “So?  When it’s not active, it’s still cloaked.  Even when it’s active, you still can’t do a gate search for it because of the cloaking field.” 

    “But I can scry through it.  The gate is there to be a pathway for electromagnetic energy so the phones can talk to each other.  A scrying spell won’t interfere, so while he’s on the phone I can see through it.  It’s like having a built-in camera he doesn’t know about.” 

    What I wanted to do was say something along the lines of “son of a bitch!”  Unfortunately, I have a habit of watching my language around Phoebe.  I contented myself with ventilating my mouth in stunned amazement. 

    “Have I mentioned you’re brilliant?” I asked. 

    “Not lately.” 

    “Phoebe, you’re brilliant.” 

    “Thanks, Pop.” 

    “So, have you already done it?” 

    “Yep.  I visited your place in Iowa, though, to do it.  I hope you don’t mind.” 

    “Not at all,” I lied.  I didn’t want her having anything to do with Alden—phone call, psychic shielding, anything.  But as far as my Iowa lair was concerned… “Mi casa es tu casa.” 

    “Tu casa?  I thought it was su casa.” 

    “You may be right.  I understand a lot of languages, but I’m not nearly so good at speaking them.” 

    “Sounds like my French.” 

    “I’ve heard your French.  It’s better than mine.  Tell me about this phone call.” 

    “I had a nice conversation with the Reverend.  I had all the magical feelers out and three different spells monitoring and blocking psychic sneakiness.  I was hoping to fetch Firebrand for an ally, but I did my best with what I had.” 

    “Interesting thought.  I don’t know how powerful Firebrand is compared to Alden.” 

    “I’m not even sure Alden can do anything to Firebrand.  Dragon thought processes in a magical matrix?” 

    “It’s still a sapient being.” 

    “There’s a psychic fight I’d love to watch.” 

    “Could be.” 

    “So I called Alden up and we talked.  He didn’t try anything, maybe because he didn’t think he could affect someone over the phone.  He may not realize there’s an actual gate involved.” 

    “Good.  He may go FOOF one evening.” 

    “Don’t you mean poof?” 

    “I know what I said.  Go on.” 

    “He was delighted to have a phone he could call me on.  He hasn’t, but I think he’s mostly relieved to have a line of communication—an indirect one—between you and him.  If he’s figured out any of the functions of your devices, he’s got to be scared to hell and back of what he’s gotten himself into.” 

    “If he offers to give it all back, I’ll consider not hunting him down and flaying him.  I’ll still do it, but at least I’ll consider not following through.” 

    “You’re so magnanimous.  He also tendered his apologies.” 

    “Oh, did he?” 

    Phoebe chuckled. 

    “I know, Pop.  He freely admits he let his temper get the better of him.” 

    “He’s not alone in that.” 

    “Yeah, but you’re thinking of the future.  He’s thinking of the past.  He wants something from you, so there’s a limit to what he’s willing to do to you.” 

    “He wants me to teach him everything I know about being a wizard.  He wants to be trained to use magic.  Apparently, he can take a portion of what someone knows by force, but he wants to be an expert.  I wasn’t in the best position to get information from him, but from what I gather, he can just scan normal people’s memories.  Those of us with the ability to resist—you and I, to name two—have to be broken open.  And, like any broken container, everything inside tries to escape.  He has to grab at whatever he can as it goes past.” 

    “It’s like blowing up an armored truck in a tornado.” 

    “It is?” 

    “It sounds like it.  Any charge big enough to blow it open will also scatter the money.  The wind will carry away anything you don’t grab.  You’re a big armored car, so you have way more cash than any other.  You also need a bigger charge to blow open, so the money scatters more widely.  He might not get anything more from you than from some local, Earth-type wizard if he tries to use force.” 

    “Which means you need to be on your guard,” I pointed out.  “There is no way this side of hell I’ll teach him about anything but pain.  If he realizes this, he may decide to rip out of you everything he can get on the subject, and use it as an additional resource to grab me and rip out more. 

    “What concerns me even more,” I went on, “is the idea he would try to kidnap you and use you as leverage, first.  You’d make a great hostage.” 

    “Pop, if he tries to use me as a hostage, just kill him.” 

    “I beg your pardon?” 

    “He doesn’t get to know what you know.  Ever.  Sure, do your best to save me, but if he’s using me to get to you, the most important thing is to kill him.” 

    “Are you sure?” 

    “He does a mind-trick kind of like what you do with dying people.  People pass through you on the way to wherever they go and leave bits behind, right?” 

    “More or less.  I get some unconscious traces of them.  He does it deliberately.  For him, it’s the whole point.  For me, it’s a side effect.” 

    “So he really could gain everything you know—including where to find more wizards to open up and examine.  And how to get there.  He could wind up roaming the many universes, hunting down everybody who has anything he wants to know and taking their knowledge.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “I don’t want to think about that.  I don’t mind him being alive—although I will see him punished for the things he’s done—but I do mind giving him the ability to be such a menace to the universes.” 

    “I already plan to kill him,” I assured her.  She didn’t object.  “I’d rather not have to do so at your expense.  You watch yourself, young lady.” 

    “I will, but I want to see him punished.” 

    “Now, Phoebe—” 

    “Pop, I won’t kill him.  Not deliberately.  I do plan to see him suffer for his sins.  The big one is doing awful things to you.  But this son of a bitch also deserves a good kicking around for what he did to Cameron.” 

    “Cameron?  What happened with Cameron?” 

    “Whose ‘time-portal’ do you think he used to get here?” 

    “The only one still working in Shasta,” I nodded.  “He controls minds.  I’ve seen him probe someone’s brain.  I presume he figured out how to use it from Cameron?” 

    “Yes.  Cameron is still in a funny farm, but he’s not drooling into his oatmeal anymore.  The doctors say he’s improving.  I don’t suppose you could take a look?” 

    “I will,” I promised. 

    “Angry as I am at this clergyman,” she went on, “I thought I’d wait for you.  I want him to understand he doesn’t have the right to strain people’s brains whenever he takes a notion!” 

    “You realize if I get what I want there’s no conceivable way for there to be any sort of second crack at him? 

    “I thought you might be nice enough to give me a few minutes to explain my point of view to him.” 

    “If I can, yes.” 

    “Pop, I’d rather you didn’t kill him.  It’s just my preference.  I don’t like the idea of people getting their lives cut short by anybody, but I also don’t like the idea of evil people getting away with their evil, either.  I agree they should be punished, but also they should learn to be better people.” 

    “So find an evildoer who is cutting short the lives of others and cut his shorter.  All the ones he would have shortened don’t have him chopping them off.  He loses fifty years, but ten victims each gain one or five or fifty.  You’re ahead, mathematically.” 

    “I don’t think it’s that simple.” 

    “I respect your position even if I don’t agree with it.” 

    “Thanks, Pop.  I appreciate it.” 

    “What did you find out with your scrying?” 

    “During our talk, I got a good look around him.  He was in some big, civic building.  Problem is, there are a lot of them in the greater New York area.  I couldn’t see much outside because scrying gets all blurry as you move the sensor away from the gate.” 

    “Yeah, I know.  It think it’s either the warping of space in the wormhole or the quantum foam around the edges of the wormhole opening.  If it’s the chaos effect at the perimeter of the gate opening, I think we can reduce the problem by using a larger wormhole, but it becomes harder to hide the larger it gets.” 

    “I’ll leave the research up to you, Pop.  You’re the expert.” 

    “Meaning you don’t want to do it?” 

    “That, too.  But Alden—I don’t know where he was when he got the call.  I’m guessing I can call him again and he’ll pick up.  Which brings me to the tough part.  If he’s not somewhere I can identify, how do we find him?” 

    “That’s a good question.  Let me think about it.” 

    “Take your time.  I’ve moved, so he doesn’t know my address, and I’ve set things up at the old address to track him if he shows up again.  There are power crystals in the place with transponder spells—beep, beep, beep!—so if he steals them, I can find them as soon as he steps away from them.” 

    “Ah.  About that.”  I explained about the scrying static when I tried to look into the church in Shasta.  “So, if he can use holy ground as a sort of sanctuary, he may have other abilities.  If he knows we’re looking for him—and he does know; he’s not a moron—he has that Seal of Solomon thing he drew to isolate me.  For all I know, he has one drawn on a wall and shelves mounted there to keep our stuff on display.” 

    Phoebe used unladylike language, but I didn’t bother to call her on it.  It was entirely appropriate. 

    “I was hoping to get this settled quickly,” she complained. 

    “Oh?  Why the rush?” 

    “I’m having problems with a couple of the local cartels.” 

    “I beg your pardon?” 

    “They’re beefing up security at their distribution centers,” she told me. 

    “Meaning they have more gunmen at the crack houses?” 

    “Yes.  Sort of.  They have better guns, anyway.” 

    “And what do you hope to do?” 

    “I was hoping to keep on doing as I have been.  Beat up, stun, and shock a bunch of pushers, take their money, ruin their drugs, call the cops, and make a living doing something I enjoy.  I’m good at it, Pop.” 

    “And now?” 

    “Now it’s getting hard to not kill anyone.  They’re getting serious.  It used to be just handguns, maybe a shotgun.  They’re upgrading to better weapons.  That doesn’t bother me so much, not with my armor and spells, but now everyone who works there is armed.  I could handle the usual two or three with handguns, but then there were four or five with little submachine guns, now six to eight with AK-47’s or the like.” 

    “They still can’t shoot you effectively,” I pointed out. 

    “No, but they’re escalating and learning.  They’re still focused on shooting because shooting always worked for them in all their other dealings.  Sooner or later, they’ll figure out they can mob me.  If they can pin me down, they can peel me out of my armor.” 

    “It is a pickle.” 

    “Worse, they’re changing the way they handle money and product.  They make pickups more regularly and more frequently.  If I’m lucky, the distribution center has a couple thousand dollars on hand.  They seldom have more than a couple days’ worth of product.” 

    “They’re minimizing their losses, even though it’s costing them more in overhead.  Their business is getting slimmer in the city, but it’s a global business.  They can afford to see reduced profits in this one market.” 

    “Exactly.  I’ve also noticed something else.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “Outside the houses or apartments or whatever, there are observers.  A guy in a car, staking the place out.  Or across the street, watching through a window.  Sometimes they try to follow us when we leave—thanks for spotting that, by the way.  We take extra precautions.  But now… Pop, the last two places had miniature cameras inside the house.” 

    “Risky,” I noted.  “They’re creating witnesses and evidence.” 

    “Yeah, but they don’t seem to care.” 

    “You’re more expensive to them than a bust.  Congratulations.  They’re more concerned about you than about the police.” 

    “I suppose I can feel good about that,” she decided, “but they’re after me.  They don’t know who I am, not with a full-face helmet, but their watchers are still trying to follow me.  They’re not very good, but they’re getting better.  Jason is starting to worry about planning our escape routes.” 

    “I notice you’re still working with him.  I thought…?” 

    “Yeah, we’re not friends,” she agreed.  “He’s a killer and thinks I’m a vain little girl indulging herself with Daddy’s influence and toys.  I don’t know if I can call it ‘contempt,’ but he definitely looks down on me.  He’s patronizing to ‘the kid’.” 

    “Do I need to find you someone else?” 

    “No.  He’s got a point.  He’s more experienced than I am.  His ideas have kept me out of trouble.  Besides—oh!  I haven’t told you about Rusty!” 

    “Rusty?” 

    “His real name is Wesley.  His nickname is ‘Rusty’ because of his hair.” 

    “I look forward to meeting him.” 

    “He’s a good guy.  We had a little trouble with him and his little brother, at first.  His brother, Mark, was in a drug house when we busted it.  Later, Mark pointed me out to Rusty and lied about why he got repeatedly zapped.  We sorted things out without too much violence.” 

    “Oh?  How much is that?” 

    “Not much.  Jason doesn’t like werewolves.” 

    “I think he had a bad experience with his first.  It was kind of a shock.” 

    “He’s still a bit nervous around them and tends to shoot them.” 

    “Ah.  Not a good opener for a dialogue.  I’m going to go out on a limb and guess Mark is a werewolf?  Or Rusty?” 

    “Both of them, yes.  It’s a family thing.” 

    “And if Jason was both present and shooting, I take it they’re not particularly vulnerable to silver?” 

    “Oh, they are.  They don’t regenerate silver wounds unless you get the bullet out.  Even then, it takes a lot longer.  But I managed to zap Mark enough to shut him up, then keep Jason from shooting Rusty in the head.”  Phoebe looked sheepish.  “I had to zap Jason, too.  I think that’s what really convinced Rusty I meant it about talking.” 

    “How did Mark recognize you?  Scent?” 

    “Yes.  My werewolf detector went off, but he was leaving.  He came back with help.  Turns out, Rusty is his older brother.  He was willing to help when Mark lied about why, but Rusty doesn’t approve of Mark’s habit.  When he found out the truth, Mark got smacked around for lying.  Rusty apologized to me and even to Jason.  He’s a nice guy.” 

    “I am keenly interested, but as long as the werewolves of New York are at least moderately civilized, I’m more concerned about your drug-busting habit.” 

    “That’s where I was going with it.  Rusty sometimes helps out.  He can smell things, and a big dog doesn’t attract the same kind of notice as a person.  I even got him a collar and tags so he can fake being a dog better.  He doesn’t like wearing it,” she added.  “It’s a subculture thing.  Werewolves aren’t dogs, they’re not tame, and they dislike the symbolism a collar and tags imply.” 

    “I can imagine.  How is Jason taking this?” 

    “He’s not happy about it.  He agrees Rusty is a big help.  I think his attitude is if a monster is willing to hunt monsters, it’s not a bad monster.  Logical.  It also helps that Rusty’s lycanthropy isn’t contagious.  But emotionally?  If Jason could think of a good reason not to have Rusty along…”  Phoebe shrugged.  “I think he’d rather hunt monsters than bust drug dealers.” 

    “Which brings me back to the other topic.  What do you want me to do about your cartel problem?  It sounds as though they’re simply doing what we might expect.  They weren’t going to ignore you forever.” 

    “Yeah, I know.  I was wondering if you had any advice.” 

    Gus, finally tired of the conversation, got down off the table and went looking for snacks.  I went into the kitchen after him and Phoebe moved to the breakfast counter. 

    “Cabinet on your left, by the fridge, top shelf,” she told me.  “Any thoughts on the cartel problem?” 

    I found a big box of crunchy dog snacks and put it on the counter.  One sailed into the dining area, followed hotly by a lot of fur.  Crunching noises ensued. 

    “It depends on your objective,” I decided.  “Are you out to beat up drug pushers?  Or make a living by stealing their money?  Or are you trying to make the sale of drugs in the greater New York area unprofitable?  Or do you want to bring down an entire drug operation, from production to distribution?” 

    “All of those would be nice,” she admitted.  “I’m not sure what I want.  I mean, Jason isn’t entirely wrong.  I do enjoy what I do.” 

    Gus stuck his head up over the breakfast counter, tongue lolling, tail wagging.  I flicked another treat, angling to bank off a wall and into the living room.  Gus scrambled after it.  I put the box on the counter for Phoebe. 

    “Tell you what.  I’ll go take a look at Cameron while you think about what you want.  Fair?” 

    “I’ll be here, Pop.” 

    I went up to her workroom, checked the day/night cycle and time-ticker for Shasta, and opened a gate. 

      

    Getting into the Fields of Lilac Sanitarium was easy enough.  Technically, it was “The Lilac Hospital for the Insane,” but it had more than one division.  One wing had restraints and padded walls.  The others didn’t. 

    That was the entirety of their patient division.  It was practical, at least. 

    I went in as a visitor, got to see Cameron as he sat quietly in his bathrobe and slippers, and talked at him while he watched leaves flutter on the trees. 

    I also took note of how the orderlies were dressed.  I came back later at night with the appropriate outfit and my usual Somebody Else’s Problem spell.  Who looks at an orderly?  An orderly carrying a tray is practically invisible. 

    Cameron was asleep in his bed.  I closed the door, locked it—the door only locked from the outside, but I jiggered it a bit with tendrils—and sat down to examine him in more detail. 

    My afternoon examination was, of course, perfunctory.  He was still in there, but he was having a hard time bridging the gap between thinking and doing.  My nighttime assessment, however, was much more detailed. 

    Cameron had an interuniversal portal in his room.  Alden found out everything Cameron knew about it by drawing the information from Cameron’s mind.  At first, I thought the process was damaging, but I kept seeing anomalies.  Physically, Cameron’s brain was fine.  The consciousness driving it was the problem. 

    I think the issue was the struggle.  Cameron didn’t want to give up the information.  He fought.  And Alden, being stronger, kept ripping away every fact despite Cameron’s best efforts.  I’m going to liken it to a mugging.  Three guys come up with knives and demand your money.  You give it to them and they go away.  Or you fight them for it, get cut and stabbed, and they take the money anyway. 

    The problem wasn’t an organic one.  As I said, his brain was fine.  His spirit, his psyche, his consciousness was the damaged part. 

    How do I un-break a mind?  Jigsaw puzzle glue? 

    Fortunately for Cameron, he was recovering naturally.  I could see the damage inside his mind and the rents where psychic wounds were closing.  I didn’t have a mind-welding spell, but I have tendrils that can touch such things.  I gently pressed the edges together and did the equivalent of stitching.  I might have been able to do more, but Cameron wasn’t one of my lab rats.  First aid and basic care were as far as I felt I could safely go.  I didn’t feel comfortable doing experimental psychic surgery. 

    I ought to get a few humans and start my bliss-addiction experiments.  I really should.  It’s on my To-Do list. 

    Still, a few hours later, Cameron’s mind was better.  Not healed, no, but the psychic damage was treated in a way to encourage healing.  He slept through the whole thing, which was excellent.  I observed my first stitches already showed signs of sealing the wound.  His mind was pulling itself together before.  Now it didn’t have to pull so hard. 

    I wonder if the psychic scars will be treatable through psychotherapy?  Or will he have ongoing mental problems?  I guess I’ll find out. 

      

    I goofed off until after the local sunrise, then stepped back into Phoebe’s place.  With the time-ticker running, it hadn’t taken an hour.  I worked my way downstairs with caution—it’s a new habit—and reported on my work with Cameron. 

    “He’s going to recover?” she asked, going straight for the results. 

    “He should, or mostly.  I did what I could, but I don’t usually have to deal with psychic damage.  The people I psychically damage have it coming, and they don’t last long enough to complain.  This is new to me.  We’ll have to see how he does and maybe come up with additional treatment options.  As of now, he’s on the mend.” 

    “Good.  Any thoughts on how to track down Alden and punish him?” 

    “Punish, yes.  I haven’t given much thought to tracking him, but it will probably involve a phone call.  Have you figured out what you want to do about your drug cartel problems?” 

    “I’m still not sure.” 

    “You can always start over in another branching timeline.” 

    “I’m not sure that’s a good option.  I mean, all the people I know will still be there, won’t they?” 

    “Barring accidents or suchlike.” 

    “Yeah, no.  It would be too weird to make friends with my friends again.” 

    “Wouldn’t it, though?” 

    “Pop, I think I finally get it.  Why we moved to another part of the country when we moved across worlds.  You knew, didn’t you?” 

    “Knew what?” 

    “How it would be too strange to live in the same place over and over again.” 

    “I suspected.  I chose not to risk it.” 

    “How did you get so wise?” 

    “Lots of mistakes.  So, if we’re not switching timelines, what do we do, here and now?” 

    “Well, if you’re looking for something to do, there are wildfires in California.” 

    “Smartass.  I’ll make it rain.  What else?” 

    “Seriously?” she asked, sitting up with difficulty.  Why she held on to that ugly couch, I will never understand.  I guess she likes it.  I can’t complain.  She brought it with her, after all.  At least she brought my chair, too. 

    “Why not?” 

    “Weather magic is impossibly power-intensive.  I didn’t think—you’d really do it for me?” 

    “Sure.  It’s not as bad as you think.  Not for me.  Everyone has their talents.  You’d think gate magic was mine, but no, it’s weather magic.  In another situation, I might have been a weather forecaster or a tribal rainmaker.  It’s a talent I don’t get to use.  Much.” 

    “Can you show me again?  I don’t think I have the hang of it.” 

    “No problem.  Got a power feed to the roof?” 

    “Right this way.” 

    Twenty minutes later, we had the diagram on the flat-topped roof, a printed map of the West Coast, and a real-time radar weather display on her smartphone.  I walked her through the spell, along with high and low pressure systems, Hadley cells, the jet stream, the effect of sunlight on the ocean… 

    The lesson went on for another hour.  She took the assistant role, helping me with the spell, but I did the real work.  In another three days, five at the most, a line of storms would roll across most of the West Coast. 

    “There,” I said, sitting down next to a lawn chair.  Phoebe took the chair.  It was aluminum tubing and polymer.  I didn’t want to risk crushing it.  “Look at the radar.  See anything?” 

    “Not yet, but didn’t you say distance is a factor?” 

    “Yes.  We’re not summoning weather in our vicinity.  We’re pushing from way over here.  Proximity is a factor.  It always works better when you’re drawing it to you.  I don’t know why.” 

    “So, summon a hurricane where you’re standing and get out of there?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Good to know.  And I think I have an idea about my bad guy problem.” 

    “Oh?  I’m all ears.” 

    “Not anymore, round-ears.” 

    “They may be rounded, but they’ll still hear a pin drop in Harlem.  What’s the idea?” 

    “I can find bad guys to pummel.  I recognize it’s an adrenalin rush.  It’s a thrill-seeking thing.  I get it.  I like it, even though I know it’s not the best idea.  I guess I’ll grow out of it, eventually, but I do enjoy it, Pop.” 

    “Nothing wrong with doing what you love,” I allowed, hoping she would grow out of it, as she put it, and do it soon. 

    “As for the guys smuggling drugs, selling them, getting people hooked and desperate, all that…” she trailed off, shaking her head.  “Punishing them is what I want to do, but beating them up isn’t going to solve the problem.” 

    “What’s the solution?” 

    “Economics.” 

    “Go on.” 

    “Gates are not my thing, but I can scry perfectly well.  If I find where they keep their cash—and it’s a cash-only sort of business, at least until you get into the money laundering—I can use a gate to reach through and grab it.  They could lose a million dollars a year—” 

    “—and they’ll barely notice,” I cut her off.  “Do you have any idea how much money goes through the drug trade?” 

    “But, a million dollars, Pop!” 

    “There are billions of dollars running through their hands every year.  In North America.  Let’s not talk about the rest of the world.  True, a million-dollar loss in New York would be noticed, but it would be cause for irritation and action, not surrender.  At best, you’ll raise the street prices.  That’s probably happened already, thanks to your efforts.” 

    “There’s got to be something I can do.” 

    “Well…” 

    “You’ve got a thought.  I know the look, Pop.” 

    “Maybe.” 

    “What is it?” 

    “If you’re going to hit them in the money, you have to find large piles of it.  You don’t do that at a distribution point.  You do it by following the money.  It’s collected from distribution points.  It goes up the chain through the dealers to the shippers to the suppliers.  Follow it.  Some of it stays with the lower echelons, but the higher you go, the bigger the pile of cash.  Also, the bigger the pile of goods. 

    “Eventually, you get to the point where, as you noted, money laundering comes in.  Just below that are suitcases full of cash.  Swipe those.  At that level, we also have huge piles of drugs.  Kilos or bricks or whatever units they use.  If you take millions in cash and destroy tens of millions in drugs, it only takes a few such strikes to raise the street price beyond what even the wackiest addict can afford.”  I shrugged. 

    “There are pros and cons to this,” I continued.  “If it goes on for a long time, the true addicts will get desperate.  They’ll go a little crazy—crime will spike as they try to get their fix—but they’ll also wind up stuffed into either rehab or jail.”  I didn’t mention the probability that some would shoot people, or get shot, in their desperation. 

    “Keep it up long enough and the market for the product will tank, making it hard to recover immediately.  With drastic shortages, there will be low-level dealers who find something else to do.  With the decrease in manpower, money, and influence, the suppliers won’t have as much power to resist being outed.  Spy on them.  Document their activities.  Send pictures and video, times, dates, and amounts anonymously to whatever law enforcement is appropriate.  Or have Zeno put up and maintain an anonymous website with all this criminal evidence for anyone to see.” 

    Phoebe stared at me for a while.  She kept doing it for an uncomfortably long time. 

    “If you’re going to be a vigilante,” I told her, “you have to understand there’s a limit to how much you can accomplish within arm’s reach.  Sometimes you have to enlist the help of the society you’re in.  Get the police on your side.  Or, rather, convince them you’re on their side.” 

    “Pop?  Have you done this?” 

    “Not exactly.” 

    “How do you know these things?” 

    “I’m old and I’ve eaten a lot of evil bastards.” 

    “I guess there’s a lot about you I still don’t know.” 

    “You know all there is worth knowing,” I assured her.  “Everyone is a mix of light and dark, colors of every shade.  You’ve seen through my eyes, so you know what I mean.  You’ve encountered mostly my brighter aspects.”  I chuckled.  “You’ve encouraged them, in fact.  You’ve made me a better person because I needed to be one for you.” 

    “I’m glad I could help.  It makes me wonder what you were like before, though.” 

    “Less patient.” 

    “You’ve always been patient with me.” 

    “You’ve always tried your best for me, so it was easy to be patient.” 

    “Easy?  I have a hard time believing that.” 

    “Easier than being patient with other people?” 

    “That, I can believe.  But you’ve given me advice on my career—my current career.  Any thoughts on Alden?” 

    “Some. I don’t feel comfortable sharing them.  You’d be disappointed in me.” 

    “I meant on finding him.” 

    “Right now?  I’m thinking of targeting the micro-gate in his phone and doing a little scrying of my own.  If the gate is open, it bypasses scrying shields, but not that damned sacred static effect.  I’m also tempted to pump through a high-pressure jet of something incredibly toxic and see if he dies.  I’m not sure what I want to send through the—” I broke off. 

    “You’re making that face again.  You have an idea.” 

    “I do, yes.  It’ll take time to set it up, though, I think.  The phone he stole is an older model and doesn’t have GPS on it.” 

    “But?” she prompted. 

    “But I’m clever and he’s living in a technology-heavy world.  I’ll need Zeno to help, though.” 

    “Anytime.  Is there anything I can do?” 

    “Not yet, but I’ll let you know.” 

    

  


   
    Saturday, May 3rd, Phoebe’s World 

      

    A dedicated, linked gate costs much less than a generic gate. You can still use a generic gate to aim for either end of a dedicated pair, but the enchantment on the dedicated pair doesn’t help at all.  It’s like reaching for any normal circle.  My former Ring of Many Gates has enchanted gates, but only in the sense they will draw in ambient energy to help support a gate connection.  They’re generic enchanted gates, not a bunch of dedicated pairs. 

    Still, I can aim for the micro-gate inside the phone.  Even if it’s only acting as a simple locus, it’s tiny and therefore not all that expensive to maintain. 

    The real trouble, of course, is Alden is using my own stealth and cloaking spells.  I can’t target the gate in my old phone—or my ring, for that matter—because I can’t find it.  So I need Phoebe’s phone and its dedicated link.  This, by itself, doesn’t tell me where the other end of the connection is, but it does open up possibilities. 

    I’m desperately tempted to pump dioxygen difluoride through at water-knife pressures and see if he survives it.  I know the phone won’t.  Will it be lethal to whatever he is?  Possibly.  It’ll cost me any other opportunities centering around the one micro-gate I have on him, though.  Let’s save it for last. 

    How about pumping radioactive gas through?  Nitrogen-13 is a good choice.  The half-life is about ten minutes and the positron decay combines with any handy electron to produce gamma radiation.  Although, Oxygen-15 does the same thing and only has a half-life of two minutes.  It would be faster, and his lungs would absorb it into his body and spread it around, maximizing the effects of the radioactive decay.  If he has my phone in a pocket, he’ll build up a lethal dose of radiation without even noticing.  At least, without noticing the gamma radiation.  He’s sensitive to magical operations, at least somewhat, so he might notice the phone is active. 

    The trouble is, as I see it, if I try to kill him through a micro-gate, he might survive.  I don’t know all his powers.  My amulet and ring won’t help much with radiation damage, but suppose he has some innate healing ability?  If I try and fail, even if my attempt is something that doesn’t destroy the gate, he won’t be anywhere near it afterward. 

    There is one way to open the micro-gate and not raise suspicions about it. 

      

    The plan was to call Alden on the magic phone a couple of times.  Not only would this give us a chance to look at him and around him, it would also give us a window.  I would pump radioactive oxygen through—not a lot, given the size of the gate, but time is one of the components of a rate of flow.  It helped that we could establish a gate connection independently of whether or not the phone was in use.  The gate comes on first, then the other phone rings.  The phones hang up, then the gate disconnects.  Adding a few seconds on either end meant more radioactive gas.  I plan to leave it open longer and longer after each call and see if he still answers.  If he doesn’t notice, maybe we can leave it open all the time. 

    Phoebe’s phone no longer has a micro-gate in it.  The micro-gate is the output port on an irradiation unit.  The tank of oxygen has to be replaced every so often, but we make it radioactive before we pump it through.  It may not have any effect, but it’s a good start. 

    Meanwhile, Zeno sends an additional cellular signal through the gate.  Tapped into the local phone network, he can use it to track the phone’s location.   

    Phoebe called.  Alden was busy, but promised to call back.  He called back a couple of hours later, but we turned up the music and Phoebe pretended she was in a club.  They played phone tag for a couple of days.  Every time, I got a look at Alden’s area, had him breathe radioactive gas, and let Zeno put a pin in the map. 

    It was not lost on me that someone else could use similar techniques to track me down.  Not the exact technique, of course, but it made me slightly more paranoid.  They would need Phoebe’s replacement Dad-phone—or its dedicated micro-gate—but it could be done. 

    Dang.  I need to get her a replacement phone.  Mental note. 

    Alden was usually in one of two types of places.  There were upscale, high-profile pins in the map—cathedrals, art galleries, event venues, and city government buildings.  We didn’t get a cluster, though, indicating a home.  You’d think there would be a half-dozen pins in one location, but no. 

    There were also several pins with altitude notes.  Some had approximate height above ground, of course, but a few had a negative value—depth.  Sometimes he was underground. 

    My scrying snapshots of his area told me more.  He was associating with two types of people:  the upper end of the social order and the very lowest.  Mostly, he was talking to self-important, well-dressed individuals.  Occasionally, he was surrounded by masses of the underground unwashed. 

    If I were an evil psychic bent on mind-controlling people for my own ends, I would target people in power, or people who could get me closer to people in power.  If I can ask for a favor from any or all the city officials, I can meet the governor, my Senator, my President, and, potentially, most of the leaders of the world.  I’m not sure how quickly Alden can do his psychic thing, nor how obvious he has to be, so he might need a private meeting.  That might slow him down. 

    With state and local officials on his side, what does he need with a bunch of homeless living under the city?  If he’s looking for popular support, he needs citizens who are part of the system, not people beneath it.  If he’s looking for power, he needs the politicians and businessmen—he needs the money.  If he’s looking for physical force, he needs police officials and maybe military ones. 

    I hate it when bad guys do incomprehensible things.  It means I’m missing something about their motivations and goals.  If I don’t know what they want, I can’t decide how to prevent it.  Or if it needs to be prevented.  Fixing it after the fact is always more difficult. 

    There’s a lesson hard-learned. 

    So, planning Alden’s sudden and overdue demise.  My initial thought is to set up an active probe and have it continuously pummel the cloaking spells.  He lives in a low-magic zone and doesn’t have the wherewithal to quickly recharge his—my—gadgets.  True, batteries are built in, but it would be fairly straightforward to wear them down.  The trouble is, I’d have to find him and eyeball him to direct the spells.  Cloaking spells are hard to target, by definition.  I could, in theory, just hammer the crap out of the whole island of Manhattan, but it would require massive energy expenditure, on par with an open nexus.  I’d have to blanket the city with a high-intensity scan field and maintain it until the cloaking spells ran down. 

    My other idea was to monitor a dozen or more places he’s likely to be.  When he shows up, I shift to a nearby rooftop, take aim, and put a rocket-propelled grenade through his heart.  Or a laser beam through his head.  Or maybe just a big piece of high-velocity lead.  It depends on who’s around him at the time, I suppose.  The tricky bit is I’ll want to grab the body, afterward.  I don’t want to simply shoot him.  I want to make sure he’s dead and make sure he stays dead.  Cremation sounds like a good tactic.  Maybe mix his ashes into a cement block.  Or shift his still-bloody corpse to the hellish landscape of Venus.  Regenerate that. 

    I still wonder, though.  I think I know what he’s up to with the regular city, but what’s he doing in the undercity? 

    I checked with Zeno and regarded the undercity maps.  There are more tunnels and spaces under the city than I ever realized.  Even without the subway systems—used and otherwise—there are pedestrian walks, access tunnels, utility corridors, sewer tunnels, storm drains, and things I don’t pretend to understand the reason for.  A person could get lost down there.  A minotaur could get lost down there.  They’ve dug tunnels, repurposed tunnels, dug more tunnels, and abandoned tunnels almost from the day the city was founded.  There’s almost as much real estate under the city as there is above it.  It reminds me of Mount Arthur, but not as well laid out. 

    When Phoebe came home from her planning meeting with Jason and Rusty, I unrolled the maps. 

    “What I should be doing,” I told her, “is research and development on bigger projects.  Thing is, those are more long-term and Alden is more immediate.  And, if I’m honest, I really want Alden dead.”  I did not add the point that Phoebe, herself, was now living in a world that included Alden—a situation I found unacceptable. 

    “I understand, Pop.  And while I don’t necessarily want him dead, he does need to be… curtailed?  Incarcerated?  Reprimanded?  Punished, for sure.” 

    “One could argue my method will definitely do that.” 

    “Yes, but it doesn’t give him a chance to be a better person.” 

    “Not in this life, no.” 

    “I’m not sure I find that acceptable.” 

    “Your privilege.” 

    “There ought to be a way to… I dunno.  ‘Discipline’ him sounds like he’s a child.  He needs to learn to get along with people.” 

    “I suspect his ego gets in the way.  He didn’t seem too pleased at being balked, contradicted, or even challenged.” 

    “I’ll think about it,” she promised.  “You already have a plan?” 

    “First thing.  I’m going down under the city to check out here and here,” I pointed at the map.  “We’ve got two location indicators.  He’s been spending time down there with the homeless.  He may have more places he frequents, but we haven’t tried to call enough to catch him at it.  I don’t know why he’s down there in the first place, but I mean to find out.  And I could get lucky and run into him in a dark tunnel.” 

    “Could he be doing charity work?” she asked.  “He is a minister, after all.  Even if it’s just a public relations move, keeping up a good front and everything.” 

    “I might buy it as a PR stunt, but Zeno’s checked the network.  Reverend Alden attends gala lunches and parties every day, but there is nothing online about him feeding the homeless or other undercity-related works.” 

     “Now I’m suspicious” she observed, frowning.  “I can’t think of a good reason to be down there, much less a good reason for him to be.  But why don’t you ask questions of the people upstairs?  The glitterati of the city?” 

    “Because if I attract attention down there, it won’t make the papers.  If I check for psychic tampering at a charity auction-party-thing, Alden’s victim may sense it and scream—or Alden might.  The result could be someone or somemany pointing at me and shouting ‘He’s got a gun!’ even when I’m unarmed.  I’d rather not have to fight off forty mentally-vulnerable policemen during my escape.  I’d also rather not unequivocally alert Alden to my investigations.” 

    “But if one of the undercity dwellers has the same hypothetical brain-modifications?” 

    “I plan to kidnap one, examine him in detail, and decide from there.  If I can get away with erasing his memory of being kidnapped, fine.” 

    I didn’t mention the other alternative.  Phoebe had the grace to drop it. 

    “Be careful, Pop.  We still don’t know what he is.” 

    “Quite true.  But I intend to find out.  Preferably by autopsy.” 

      

    I fetched Firebrand for my delving into the depths.  While my saber is an unparalleled cutting tool, Firebrand has three things going for it.  First, it can blind people who are unused to bright lights.  Second, it can weld things where my saber can only cut.  Third, it’s telepathic.  Its psychic communication isn’t the same as mine.  I might need a second opinion. 

    Firebrand’s big drawback in this instance is sheer size—the same reason I didn’t bring Bronze.  In any normal hallway, Firebrand is inconvenient to use.  It requires a certain level of finesse around all those walls and ceilings.  It’s really a battlefield weapon, not a drawing-room dueling sort.  In a subway tunnel, it’s not an issue, but there are other tunnels of the more human-sized sort. 

    Although, if it came down to close combat, I felt confident I was well-equipped.  Teeth and claws and enormous amounts of brute force are good for that.  It’s a predator thing. 

    Getting into the not-so-public areas of the undercity wasn’t as hard as I thought.  True, most of the major public accesses—subways, walkways, and the like—have doors leading to “restricted” areas.  These can be opened in a variety of ways, assuming someone else hasn’t already rigged the door for their own purposes.  Or one can simply step off the edge of the subway platform and vanish up a tunnel.  Elsewhere, gratings in the sidewalk can be opened to access utility tunnels.  Many buildings have access in the basement levels, but those are usually more secure. 

    I went exploring.  More correctly, I went spelunking.  It definitely reminded me of wandering the tunnels in Mount Arthur, only dirtier.  The ground itself wasn’t alive, but the tunnels were alive with the life of a city.  It’s different thing than the silence of a natural cave, more like Mount Arthur’s simmering vitality, but certainly a thing unto itself.  If the soul of a great metropolis is to be found anywhere, perhaps it is in the depths beneath it. 

    Alden’s location pins were imprecise.  Lacking a GPS in the antique phone, Zeno had to correlate data from mobile phone networks.  Where they picked up Zeno’s signal, they overlapped.  Aboveground, these were fairly easy to narrow down once the circles were drawn around all the receiving points. 

    Underground was another story.  Much of the city’s underside was wired, but very little of it had overlapping coverage.  On the other hand, the range of the various cellular transceivers was sharply diminished due to line of sight and interference.  Finding the network link where Alden spoke underground would give me a good place to start and a limited number of directions to search. 

    Since I already looked through the micro-gate to see where he was during the calls, my major concern was finding what lay adjacent to any particular location.  He was down in the tunnels, but what was down in the tunnels with him?  Which was another way of asking why he was down here. 

    I found a place where he used the phone.  It was a disused tunnel, briefly paralleling a main subway line.  They rearranged the subway system more than once, but one of the upgrades switched to using round tunnels.  These older, squared-off tunnels were abandoned.  They weren’t sealed, since there was a distinct movement of air, but no longer in service. 

    I pressed on through the tunnel, looking for a reason, an idea of why he might have come down this far.  A former subway platform provided a hint. 

    The third rail was disconnected, of course.  There was no power to the area at all, not even emergency lights.  Nevertheless, there was light, of a sort, from a community cooking fire and a few scattered candles.  The smell told me they were made from grease or fat.  One crude lamp guttered and gave off a great deal of black smoke, but it was near one end of the platform and the smoke wafted gently into a wall vent. 

    All over the platform, people lay asprawl.  Almost everyone was asleep.  I never gave much thought to it, but I expected some to be asleep, some to huddle together, and some to rock back and forth with an option to mutter.  Instead, a filthy mass of humanity was laid out and unconscious in their post-modern cave.  There was enough bedding material—I’m tempted to say “nesting material”—for three times as many people, though.  Maybe the rest were all out foraging. 

    The larger, more intimidating members of their community had a little patch of home down on the tracks proper, near the ends of the platform.  The two at my end rose and blocked my way as soon as they realized I was there.  The pupils of their eyes were enormous in the gloom.  I still doubted they could make out more than my general outline. 

    “Who’re you?” one asked.  He didn’t sound belligerent.  He sounded… bored?  Tired?  No.  Dull.  The other said nothing, but put his hand inside his ragged coat.  I could see the outline of the dead metal knife against the backdrop of his spirit.  Neither of them appeared particularly worried.  Neither of them appeared to have much in the way of concern at all.  The spirits within them were simplistic and somewhat strange.  Human, yes, but something was wrong with them.  Their vitality was as bright as ever, but the swirls of color were calmer, less complicated, and muted.  They were pastel instead of neon.  They were washed-out and faded. 

    “What’s it to you?” I replied, as politely as I could. 

    “There’s no room here.  Find someplace else,” he suggested, still in the same dull way.  The other one drew his knife. 

    I wasn’t wearing plate armor for this evening’s expedition.  Instead, I wore an all-black, one-piece outfit reminiscent of a jumpsuit, suitable for a motorcycle messenger service, but it might change shape in a hurry.  Firebrand was a large ornament on one hip, since I was away from the more populated areas of the underground.  The majority of Firebrand was hidden in a surprisingly deep pocket. 

    By contrast, the two men I faced were dressed in mismatched layers, none of them clean, and all more than a little worn and patched.  If the lighting was better, they would have noticed the difference immediately. 

    “Get out,” came the order.  I didn’t feel it was a particularly forceful order.  Just looking inside them told me they weren’t enthusiastic.   

    “I’m looking for Alden,” I told him, calmly.  “Have you seen him?” 

    “You don’t belong here.” 

    “Ah, but you know who I’m talking about,” I said.  I could see the way their spirits rippled when I said his name.  They knew him, all right, and didn’t want to admit it.  No, that’s not right.  They didn’t want anything.  They had a reflexive reaction, not a desire.  “I would like to have a word with him, if I might.  Is he here?” 

    “No.” 

    The man with the knife raised it like a movie psycho, ready to stab down.  It was an old chef’s knife, bent, broken near the tip, and hammered flat again.  It started as a knife, but now I’d call it a shiv.  His cohort put hands in pockets and withdrew them, this time holding short, heavy pieces of metal in his fists.  Lengths of pipe, perhaps?  They were too short to be clubs, but they would add mass and force to punches. 

    I cast a quick glance around the old platform.  The total glow of life down here was extensive, but none of them were small.  No children.  I wasn’t sure what to make of that.  Surely, there were homeless women who have babies.  There must be.  These people struggled to eat, so contraception wasn’t going to be a priority.  Did this world have free clinics?  I didn’t know, but no one in this particular bunch presently acted as custodian for a child. 

    It would be so much easier on me if they had.  If there were children on the platform, my decision would have been easy.  As it was, I had a serious debate with myself.  I could take these two morons in sudden and silent fashion, but I couldn’t guarantee no one would notice.  Concealing such an incident from the mental machinations of Alden could also be problematic.  The solution, of course, would be to strain all their brains for information and kill them, dumping the bodies, bedding, and belongings into nothingness, making it look as though they were never here.  But Phoebe would be disappointed in me if I just went off on a wholesale slaughter.  I am trying to be a better person, but it would be so much easier if I were a worse one! 

    I vote for the slaughter, Firebrand suggested.  It’ll get the information you want and reduce the number of friends he has. 

    You’re not wrong, I agreed, but, in a way, you are wrong. 

    I don’t get it. 

    Neither do I, I admitted.  I only know it’s true. 

    You’re backsliding toward humanity, Boss.  You should never have adopted the hatchling. 

    That’s certainly one way to look at it. 

    It’s the only—hold it.  Hear that? 

    No.  What do you hear? 

    Look at them! 

    I looked.  The glow of their individual spirits pulsed in time with all the others.  The sleeping people sat up.  The brightness increased as they all looked in my direction.  It pulsed brighter and brighter for several seconds, as though some sort of hidden lightning flickered in the cloudy depths of their spirits, then faded to something more normal. 

    “Very well,” I said, aloud.  “I’ll go.” 

    “No.  You must stay.” 

    I didn’t like the sound of that, especially when knife-boy and pipe-man dropped their implements to seize me. 

    This is not what I call an acceptable invitation. 

    Pipe-man took two knuckles aimed at the solar plexus.  Actually hitting it usually involves a sledgehammer, but the shockwaves from my strike wouldn’t do it or the surrounding organs any good.  Meanwhile, knife-boy found himself heading for the platform at locomotive speeds.  Knife-boy hit the platform with a meaty cracking sound and fell.  I fully expected pipe-man to curl up in a ball, but he surprised me.  He staggered back, recovered his balance, and moved toward me again. 

    Well, that’s not right, I decided.  All through his body, pain impulses were like a fireworks finale at a concert.  Physically, he was in agony.  It didn’t even slow him down, as far as I could tell.  I grabbed him by the throat and lifted, letting him dangle and struggle while I looked him over more carefully. 

    Something weird?  Yes.  Decidedly so.  He was barely registering the fact he was in pain.  It wasn’t prioritized.  His nervous system was noting it as an inconvenient fact and otherwise ignoring it.  He wasn’t recovering from it in any unusual fashion—he wasn’t regenerating or anything.  He was simply not concerned about anything as inconsequential as pain. 

    Weird?  Yes.  One might even say unnatural. 

    Then the rest of the mob poured off the platform and interrupted my evaluation. 

    For the record, I do not enjoy being punched, kicked, beaten with sticks, or grabbed by everybody who can get close enough to do so.  In the future, if I can avoid being engulfed in a mob, I will, although I have some misgivings about one in particular. 

    Teeth, claws, and tendrils were the order of the evening.  My tendrils flared out to grasp spirits and drain everything—it’s the easiest and least attention-demanding function.  It’s what they’re designed to do.  Vitality flowed into me.  Teeth and claws?  Yes.  Rending, ripping, cutting, carving—flesh parted and blood spilled, crawling its happy way to me.  Inhuman strength against the strength of a score of humans?  The humans had the initial advantage, but I adjusted to their rush and, occasionally, a grasping hand found it was grabbing a handful of nothing as portions of my outfit turned into empty space. 

    What helped the most was the fact they weren’t trying to kill me.  They were trying to restrain me.  This was not to their advantage.  A blow to my head, sufficiently forceful, would have given them a clear advantage.  As it was, they hit me in many places and with many implements, but never enough to risk the life of a mortal.  They wanted to capture me, which I did not like at all. 

    While everybody was kung fu fighting, fast as lightning, I still heard rapid footfalls.  People approached along the subway tunnel. 

    Not good, Boss, Firebrand informed me.  They feel like the same sort as these. 

    I didn’t say anything to Firebrand, but I did say something aloud.  It was not polite.  Elsewhere, I felt Bronze reassure me.  She was on her way.  I wondered how she was going to get a car through the turnstiles, but I didn’t have time to discuss it. 

    Instead, my jumpsuit opened up all along the outside.  People holding on to me lost their holds.  A couple even lost their footing and fell, vanishing.  During this momentary confusion, I switched tactics with my tendrils.  Draining these people of vitality, while turning a profit on the energy front, didn’t seem to be having much effect.  They weren’t staggering, they weren’t exhausted, they weren’t even fatigued.  Why, I wasn’t sure, but I intended to find out.  For the moment, though, I had a more pressing use for tendrils. 

    With a momentary respite in the wrestling match, I tried a different tendril trick.  Invisible, intangible wires shot out from me, fine as spiderweb, harder than steel, striking harmlessly through flesh and bone.  An instant later, they drew back, but now they spiraled, turning, curling, slicing as I jerked them tight.  They left terrible wounds behind, like driving a corkscrew into flesh before yanking it out.  I didn’t waste time picking my targets, just launched a volley of the things all around me. 

    At the same time, my cloak spilled itself on the floor, surrounding me in a narrow moat of not-there.  The nearest of the wounded mob fell into nothingness.  This cleared me a small space.  The rest, though badly wounded, appeared not to notice.  Some of the wounds would require immediate medical attention, but so what?  They didn’t mind in the slightest. 

    Great.  Live zombies.  Zombies annoy me. 

    Still, with the nearest no longer holding on to me and the next-nearest forced back by the expanding edge of the nothingness pit, I had a little space.  I took my opportunity and leaped.  I latched on to the concrete ceiling above the tunnel mouth. 

    They all, wounded included, started climbing over each other to reach me, reminding me uncomfortably of giant ants.  I have no good memories of giant ants. 

    At the other end of the platform, another horde of homeless charged down the tracks.  From my vantage, I couldn’t be sure if another horde was also coming down the same tunnel I did. 

    Well, fine.  I used one hand to gesture, whipping tendrils like a wire lash through the ones below me.  Slashes appeared in their flesh, bleeding profusely, but so what?  They still didn’t care.  I grabbed a few with tendrils and hauled, hard, sucking up vitality like trying to get a particularly thick milkshake through a straw.  Vitality flowed out of them like blood from an artery, but it seemed they had an inexhaustible supply.  Maybe it would have had more effect if I wasn’t using so many of my tendrils to cling to the ceiling. 

    I decided I’d give a lot to know how they were doing it.  And how to stop it. 

    Cursing, I seized the concrete more firmly and did my best Spider-Man impression as I crawled quickly to the platform.  Instantly, my pursuers changed direction, heading for me and swarming up over the edge. 

    On the other hand, now I had my footing, a little space, and a few seconds. 

    Firebrand came out and I held it high, shielding my eyes.  It pulsed white and bright, like a searchlight overloading.  The whole platform was momentarily illuminated with a terrible brilliance, hard and harsh and blinding. 

    Then it was just the usual yellowish color of flames.  Admittedly, flames reaching out from the blade for ten or twenty feet, but sufficient to ignite anyone trying to come over the edge.  I was not slow to wave my flamethrower across the line of unseeing faces. 

    The bastards—the flaming bastards—kept right on coming. 

    Note to self.  If humans are acting like zombies, do not set them on fire.  Sure, it will kill them eventually, but in the meantime they’ll still try to grab you.  Only now they’re on fire and trying to ignite your favorite person. 

    Firebrand stepped up the heat a notch while I continued to wave it back and forth along the near portions of the platform’s edge.  I felt it growing frustrated, but I understood the problem.  Fire usually gives people something more important to do than fight.  It takes them out of the fight and lets them die at their convenience.  But if they don’t care about personal immolation, what then? 

    I cast my gaze about for exits.  There was a closed-off area leading to the stairs.  I doubted it was open to the street.  I was sure I could force my way through whatever barrier presented, but could I do it quickly?  And was there another squad headed for the surface to cut me off?  It would be the logical thing to do, and they seemed coordinated enough to do it. 

    On the other hand, everyone in the area was blind.  Not forever, but for now.  Most of them were also on fire to some degree or another, so they were unlikely to last long as a pursuit force.  I’d take my chances with the tunnels. 

    Firebrand, somewhat annoyed, went out so as not to be a beacon.  I ducked around tile-shedding square pillars and leaped over a thinner section of mob at the edge of the platform.  The ones nearest to me heard me land behind them. 

    Like a hundred marionettes on a single string, they all turned toward me.  Even the ones actively burning. 

    Nope, I thought.  I’m done. 

    It was the work of a second to make a two-handed cut with Firebrand, slicing through all the meat and bone in range.  Those people—not on fire—went down instantly.  I don’t care how much pain you can ignore when I deal out that much structural damage.  They weren’t dead, but they would be in another few seconds.  Human bodies can only take so much. 

    With the immediate threats neutralized, I turned left, dug tendrils and toes into the ground, and headed down the old track at the speed of dark, along a line of human zombies.  Firebrand, held in both hands and slanted backward at an angle, disemboweled ten, twenty, something like that.  They kept coming, at least for a little while, but entrails tend to tangle feet and trip other pursuers while the fluids make everything slippery. 

    This carried me out of the subway station and into the far tunnel.  There were more people ahead of me—maybe a dozen.  They carried torches and other salvaged or manufactured lights.  I approached at high speed, crashed, bashed, and slashed through, and kept going.  Firebrand lit at the moment we met, set everything on fire, amplified their own burning lights into momentary fireballs, and extinguished itself as we departed.  No night vision for you, and no open sources of flame, either.  Well, no torches, lamps, or candles.  Clothing burns, but it’s not wearable technology. 

    Getting through them was ticklish, but not difficult.  It’s not like they were in formation.  They were an open-order mob, not a phalanx.  About half died en passant while the rest were left on fire and bleeding.  My objective was not killing.  Firebrand’s objective was to burn them, but I only wanted to get past them. 

    More showed up!  It was as though hundreds of them, from all around the local underground area, were somehow aware of my location and closing in on it. 

    I paused to take stock.  My investigation was on hold.  My escape was now the priority.  Examining one member of this mob would come later, when I figured out how to safely isolate one.  At this exact moment, I’m in a concrete tunnel with an unknown number of human zombie maniacs who seem to work together with an appalling level of coordination and esprit de corps. 

    Okay, how do I leave this charming place and plan something better?  Well, I can hang a cloak in the tunnel and be pretty sure no one approaches from that direction.  I can even lay down and put my cloak over me and be pretty sure nobody bothers me.  The drawback to both of these is time.  Come morning, my cloak turns into a cloak again and I lose some serious physical and mystical advantages. 

    A gate?  Sure, I can gate out—if people will leave me alone for long enough.  There’s a tradeoff between the time it takes and the energy it costs.  I don’t snap a gate spell open unless I’m literally standing on top of an open nexus point.  It involves some rather intricate scribbling.  Out in the magical boonies, away from a highly-charged area like Phoebe’s workroom or my own laboratory, it takes much longer, even with my Ring of Many Gates.  I need some locus to transfer it to on my end, which is why there’s usually scribbling… 

    I juggled time and power requirements against the proximity of pursuing hordes.  It would do me no good to be interrupted mid-spell.  I might get away with it, I decided, but I didn’t like the size of the chance I’d have to take.  If necessary, I could kill my way through a couple of smaller groups, maybe, to get more time, but it would mean larger groups would have longer to close on my position. 

    Bronze assured me she was on her way.  I should head for a main subway tunnel.  From there, we could meet up and all would be well.  She didn’t go into detail—she implied she was a bit busy—but I took her at her word.  All right, how far would I have to go to get to a functional subway station?  I reached out in all directions with tendrils again, getting a feel for everything within a hundred yards or so.  Over such a large area, it’s a low-resolution scan, but a subway tunnel isn’t exactly hard to find. 

    Mob, mob, mob, old platform, old tunnel… new tunnel.  All right, I have a target.  A new tunnel will get me to a subway station.  Do I have a way to get there without going through a mob or a wall?  No.  But if the pattern holds, there should be an access corridor that way, just beyond another squad of human zombies. 

    This squad was not a loose group.  They were arrayed in a businesslike formation.  They didn’t have shields to lock, but the front rank was shoulder-to-shoulder.  Clubs and similar weapons were in front, a few lights behind, and a small reserve of club-wielding sorts marched along in a loose column behind those.   

    They were learning, and with breath-snatching speed. 

    On the other hand, now I was the attacker.  Step one, Firebrand and I concentrated on their light sources.  Firebrand enhanced their lanterns and torches and whatnot up to inferno intensities, burning them out without bursting into flames.  Even incandescent bulbs popped like gunshots.  LEDs were trickier, but I tendril-whipped them to smash them.  The tunnel plunged into darkness.  The only light came from a pair of chemical light-sticks, and I left those alone.  If I slashed them open with tendrils, the glowing fluid would spread out and illuminate a larger area. 

    I started in with tendrils on the guys in the lead.  Vitality flowed out of them and I breathed it in like vacuum breathes in the air from a breached spacecraft.  The lead guys dimmed a bit as I drew on them, but energy flowed into them from the others.  A faint halo, a nimbus of light, surrounded them all, growing brighter the more I drew on the men in the lead.  They all quickened their pace and I heard the rapid tromp of footfalls behind me as others sped up to cut off my retreat. 

    They not only have tons of vitality, they notice when and where I drain it.  Important tactical information. 

    I shifted tactics.  Rather than try to drain them, I aimed for knees and ankles, wrapping tendrils around them.  They might ignore pain, but it’s hard to ignore a severed tendon.  If they can’t walk, they can’t pursue.  Tendrils snaked around, jerked tight, and sawed like wire, cutting to the bone. 

    Maybe half of them went down before they broke ranks and charged me.  Maybe they didn’t like taking the losses.  Maybe they intended to force me back the way I came, into a larger mass of pursuers. 

    I ran to meet them and, at the last instant, I turned a hard left and accelerated, tendrils flashing out from my feet to merge with the concrete.  I hit the curve of the tunnel wall at a sharp angle and ran up it, using my momentum to help keep me pressed against it.  I went up and over, holding Firebrand vertically before me.  It roared a column of flame completely across the tunnel. 

    I did a rocket-stabilized loop-the-loop, up and over and around, angled slightly to make my path more like the thread on a coarse bolt.  We set fire to everyone who used to be in front of me before I came down the opposite wall behind them. 

    Firebrand’s attempt at rocketry definitely helped.  It can throw itself around, but I’m outside the weight limit.  I can’t stand sideways on a building with nothing but my tendrils, either, but they help a lot when trying to spider my way up a sheer face.  It worked out, and I was pleased. 

    Behind us, the whole tunnel was ablaze.  I sprang away from the oncoming horde of burning people, cut my way through the unignited stragglers, and paused when Firebrand shouted for me to halt. 

    Puzzled, I halted.  Firebrand concentrated. 

    The flaming clothes and hair burned white.  Not for long, but for long enough to reach suitable temperatures.  What was a suitable temperature?  I don’t know, but hot enough to ignite flesh. 

    Of course, once the flesh ignited, somehow it burned much better than one might expect.  It wasn’t a tunnel full of dragonfire, exactly, but it was brighter and faster than a candle burning at both ends, and it gave a lovely light.  It also gave off a lot of black smoke and enough heat to make some of the wall tiles crack and pop loose. 

    The things—no longer people—stopped chasing me.  Firebrand removed its influence and the brightness of the fires diminished, but did not extinguish.  In the distance, my other pursuers were still closing in, but I had too much of a lead. I flickered on through the darkness of the tunnel and reached the access hatch to a subway station. 

    Of course it was rusted shut.  It led from a functional platform to an abandoned tunnel.  It hadn’t been used for years. 

    Firebrand, on the other hand, was having too good a time to let a little thing like that be a problem.  I slashed at the metal door, twice, up one side and down the other.  This severed anything locking it.  I kicked the remains out of the glowing-edged hole and hurried through the short, narrow corridor.  Another hatch greeted me at the end, but this one yielded to a little percussive maintenance. 

    Beyond was a well-lit subway platform full of panicked screaming. 

    The people fit mostly into one of three categories.  The Screaming Runners headed away from the train and up the steps.  The Shouting Authorities—with or without uniforms—demanded to know what was going on, ordered people to keep calm, or directed the flow of Screaming Runners.  And the Immobile Gawkers did what it said on the tin.  They stood there and stared, mostly with camera phones. 

    The cause of all this commotion?  There were a few things an observant individual might regard as points of concern. 

    A train was stopped at the platform.  The interior crawled with blue-green lightning, crackling and sizzling.  Ear-splitting screeching, like angry audio feedback, poured out of all the train’s speakers.  Up near the front, smoke poured out through one set of smashed-in passenger doors. 

    While this was bad enough, from a pedestrian standpoint, there was another issue.  A small army of homeless poured down the steps from the street, fighting against the surge of the crowd, while another platoon or so clambered and scrambled up onto the platform from either end, out of the tunnels. 

    Bronze waited patiently.  Well?  Did I want a ride or not? 

    I took one look at the packed mass of flesh clogging the stairs and headed for the train, shutting down my ears as I went.  I tried not to run over anyone dressed in decent clothes.  Strangely enough, a black-garbed guy with a cape—yes, it spread out a bit—can move through a crowd without a whole lot of trouble.  The flaming sword probably helped.  I should remember.  Might be useful when exiting theaters. 

    “You hijacked a train?” I asked, entering through the nearest set of doors.  Nobody else was aboard.  My question was inaudible, due to the high-pitched shrieking noise, but it’s literally the thought that counts. 

    Her statue was in Iowa, she pointed out.  The electric cars wouldn’t make it past the turnstile, and older cars were too big for the stairs. 

    “That’s probably by design,” I decided.  She closed her doors and cut the screeching noise.  She also encouraged me to head for the front.  It would be helpful if I could extinguish the motorcycle.  I held on as she accelerated out of the station like a bank deposit through a pneumatic tube. 

    “I thought you didn’t like electric vehicles.” 

    She didn’t.  She wasn’t fond of trains, either.  But whither I goest… At least the subway had a decent power supply, not like those ridiculous induction-powered cars.  They had pitiful motors and no range.  At least this thing had some torque. 

    “Fair enough,” I agreed, hauling myself forward against the acceleration.  Ahead of me, a quasi-zombie opened the door from the next car to let himself in, along with all his friends. 

    Bronze apologized.  The electrical discharge and screeching cleared out all the normal passengers, but these guys didn’t care.  I reassured her and asked her to kill the acceleration.  She did and I plowed into a long line of unwashed victims. 

    There is a world of difference between a mob and a line.  If they have to come at me one by one—or two by two, regardless of hand color—they’re going to go to pieces.  If they can surround me, they can be a problem.  Not an insurmountable one, but while I deal with the guy in front of me, six more have laid hands on me, pressed closer, restricted my movement.  It’s not ideal. 

    The subway car was a bit restrictive, so Firebrand was good about being sheathed temporarily.  I went on to demonstrate the effects of kung fu when applied by a vampire.  This took me through nine people in under nine seconds, all while the train bucked and thumped along the tracks.  I advanced to the next car and found more of them headed my way.  Six more.  Then I advanced a couple of cars, past a smoking motorcycle, to the engine or lead car or whatever it is.  I don’t know exactly how these subway trains are set up. 

    “What was all the thumping?” I asked, as I advanced. 

    People.  Sort-of people. 

    “Is there room for them to lie down and not get squashed?” 

    Bronze assured me there was. 

    “Then I have limited sympathy.  Carry on—wait.  Is the engineer still aboard?” 

    Yes.  Up front.  He tried to do things with the controls for a while, but he gave up after a half-dozen shocks.  He was huddling in his seat and trying not to scream. 

    “Why would he want to scream?” 

    It might have something to do with being in the front end of a runaway train.  The zombie person presently sticking through his windshield bled all over him, too, so that might be part of it. 

    “Possibly.  What about this half of a dead guy just inside the smashed doors?” 

    Bronze informed me he was trying to pull himself up through the door at a bad time.  His legs were back in the tunnel, somewhere.  The lubrication of his blood and other fluids was a good thing, though.  It kept anyone else from getting enough of a grip to get as far as he did. 

    “Ah!  That explains the handprints.” 

    I involuntarily cleaned up a good portion of the mess even as I turned my attention to the bike. 

    The motorcycle was a big one, built for two people and a lot of slow, highway cruising.  I expected a Harley-Davidson logo, but no.  In this world, Cadillac built a line of motorcycles.  Massive, comfortable ones, from the look of it.  Of course, with most of the seat burned away, the paint seared off, and scorch marks everywhere, it was far from an ideal example. 

    I waved a hand and my cloak extended, covering it with darkness, but not moving it anywhere.  It was merely covered and smothered.  A moment later, it was merely hot, not burning.  I set it upright and put down the kickstand.  The wheels still had rubber on them, but they were less tires and more coating, now. 

    The train jolted slightly.  Bronze reported she manually switched to avoid a collision, as well as overrode an automatic stopping device for runaway trains. 

    “Keen.  Where are we going?” 

    She planned to get farther uptown, past Central Park, maybe somewhere in Harlem.  Then we could get her into the bike, out of the tunnel, and into a real vehicle again. 

    I glanced at the slightly-smoking motorcycle. 

    “You came down here in that thing?  You’re braver than I thought.” 

    She was hanging out with Phoebe while I was off doing my thing.  A little earlier, she was cruising the city in a weenie little electric car when I discovered I had a problem.  She immediately bumped into something with a bit more guts and headed my way.  When she realized the nature of her own problem, she switched again, this time into the motorcycle. 

    It might be big for a motorcycle, but it’s only barely big enough for her.  The combustion was involuntary.  She held it together mostly by force of will as she headed down the steps, around the bend, and used the springs to leap it over the waist-high turnstile, blaring the horn like a siren the whole time. 

    Oddly enough, people were really good about trying to get out of her way.  Most of them succeeded. 

    She took the first train she found, crashed through the doors, and switched into the train.  After that, it was just a matter of getting as close to me as possible. 

    “How did you navigate?  It’s a train.  It’s not like you can go exploring.” 

    But there was a map on the wall of every car, a power grid, and lots of conductive rails.  Blue-green lightning sizzled all along the tracks for a moment while she got her bearings, then around the cars to get everything moving.  She always knows where I am, so she pulled into the nearest station and parked, all the while encouraging people to get the hell off her train. 

    The train jolted again and she apologized.  Nutcases from the rear finally forced their way through the forward doors of their car, so she decoupled it.  We could finish the trip with four cars. 

    “Works for me.  Want me to work on the bike?” 

    She definitely did, since it was her only good way out of the subway. 

    “I’m sure there’s a place where the trains run aboveground.  It’s just a matter of finding it.  Although we still have to get you from the tracks to the vehicle… Yeah, this is probably simplest.” 

    I set a spell to working on the drive system, giving it what I could in the way of durability.  I figured keeping it unmelted was the key point.  If she could get it to the street, we were good.  Melted tires, dented rims, burning seat, glowing exhaust pipes, exploded headlights—so what?  All we wanted was for it to keep moving until it crashed into another vehicle. 

    We pulled into the station and screamed to a halt.  Bronze switched from train to motorcycle.  Lightning crawled from all around the car, like an electrical explosion in reverse, burrowing into the bike.  It revved far higher than I felt was good for it, belched flames from the exhausts, and rocketed out through the ruined doors. 

    She did sound the horn, which I thought was irrelevant, but it was a nice gesture. 

      

    Once we finished various gyrations designed to throw off any pursuit, observation, or suspicions, I settled into my crackerbox apartment and had a rethink.  Clearly, I needed a more subtle approach. 

    Let’s be honest.  I’m not great at subtle.  It’s not my usual modus operandi.  My idea of a subtle warning to uppity nobles is to drop an iron spear into the vestibule with the word “No” written in glowing letters on the shaft. 

    Say what you want about my subtlety, but give me credit for effectiveness. 

    Still, I did learn things.  My original intent was to find out why Alden went down there.  Now I know he’s been working on a bunch of underground dwellers.  Unfortunately, I’m not sure about all the things he’s done to them.  Somehow, I don’t think I can simply ask them. 

    So I fired up the mirror and took a look at the mess.  I left a lot of wounded and burning people behind on the original platform.  Now that they’d had an hour or two in which to settle down and take stock, what were they doing? 

    Not much.  A few were back on guard.  The rest were either asleep or dead. 

    I sent scrying sensors down lots of tunnels, then, exploring at high speed.  No roving bands of homeless.  No armies of quasi-zombies.  Not a lot of bodies, either—at least, not out in the open in the tunnels.  There was a fair amount of police presence in the used portions of the underground, but the unwashed hordes recovered their dead and disappeared into the tunnels.  No corpse, no murder, no problem? 

    On the other hand, I found a lot of unused former subway platforms.  There used to be whole other networks.  Parts of the current subway system used pieces of the older systems, but of the enormous amount of unused real estate down there, much of it was—officially—unoccupied. 

    I didn’t like it.  Alden wasn’t doing charitable work.  He was building an army.  Okay, a mob, but a mass of brute-force attackers.  Or, no… an army.  They way they changed their plans, organized, adapted… It might be a mob now, but after a few encounters with any form of opposition, they would be an army. 

    Did he have a plan for it?  Or was he thinking of just-in-case? 

    As I watched through my free-floating scrying sensor, I found more of the underground dwellers.  A ragged stream of them passed through an entrance on their way to their bedding on the platform.  The ones on the platform woke up and headed out together in a tight, coherent group. 

    It looked an awful lot like a shift change to me. 

    The number of people headed out was between twenty and thirty.  Compared to my estimation of the first platform’s total population, this would be somewhere between a quarter and a fifth.  The outgoing shift split into three groups.  I tagged two members in the subdivisions with tracking spells to find them later and followed the third with my mirror.  My group went aboveground to find places to haunt in those hours between late at night and too damn early in the morning. 

    They didn’t go anywhere in particular.  They found doorways and alleys and spots between trash bins.  I didn’t see the point to it. 

    I checked in on my tracer spells, scrying on the other two.  It wasn’t until I zoomed up to get an aerial view, sort of a map-like reconnaissance, that I recognized what was going on. 

    Each group was staking out a location.  One group watched Jason’s place.  Another watched Phoebe’s first building, by Madison Park.  The third settled in to observe her new building, right across the street from the Hudson River Greenway.  The parks gave them lots of places to hide, or blend in.  Maybe lurk. 

    When they arrived at their posts, those formerly on watch left without a word.  Since the watchers were likely to be there for hours, I had my scrying sensor follow one of the now-relieved sentries.  He didn’t go straight down.  Instead, he made his way to a soup kitchen or shelter of some sort.  It was do-gooder, social safety net type of thing. 

    Wow.  Sometimes I sound like a bad person.  I mean, I am, but sometimes I sound like one. 

    He presented his ID marker, like a military dogtag.  This got him in the building where he could warm up, have a thick chunk of bread and a bowl of even thicker vegetable soup.  With this out of the way, he went out again.  He found an intersection and asked people at traffic lights for spare change. 

    I, meanwhile, did a quick look around my rathole apartment.  I checked down through the building and all around it.  Were there any people behaving strangely?  That is, was anyone paying any special attention to my floor, my building, or anything like that?  There were a few homeless sorts out and about, but they seemed more concerned with sleeping undisturbed than watching anything.  I even went to the trouble of opening small gates to look at them directly.  No strangeness to their auras?  No.  All right, so maybe they’re not spies. 

    I went back to watching the panhandler I’d picked.  He was at it until well after dawn. 
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    I cleaned up for the morning and went back to scrying on my chosen example as he plied his trade on unmoving motorists.  People generally didn’t care, but a few paid a street rental to get him to go away. 

    He did pretty well, all things considered.  With a daily income like that, he wouldn’t be renting an apartment, but food and clothing weren’t out of the question. 

    He eventually called it quits and headed below again.  I noticed he had a working wristwatch.  A cheap one, to be sure, but it was interesting.  Most people don’t wear them in this world.  They have their phones for timepieces.  Did he have a phone, as well?  I never saw him use one. 

    Others of his shift presumably did things to keep themselves alive after they were relieved of surveillance duty.  Those coming off work shift all trooped down the tunnel, arriving more or less around the same time, trailing in singly or in small clumps.  They had a bit of trouble getting home.  Their route was, clearly, not an easy one as it involved jimmying a door and squeezing between old pipes.  Too much of a ruckus from Bronze’s rail travel, perhaps? 

    When they all checked in, another group set out to repeat the process.  Nobody called anybody.  Nobody reported.  Was there nothing to report?  No news is good news?  Or was there something incredibly esoteric going on and I missed it?  Some of them were stopped by cops, but they weren’t under investigation.  It was barely a suspicion.  They answered in a dull monotone, denying knowing anything, and were allowed to go about their business. 

    Did the police care about the subway incident?  Did they care about the number of subterranean vagrants?  Did they find any hints of mayhem or destruction unrelated to the subway train?  Or was someone telling them not to bother?  Was the transit authority investigating and hushing up any body parts?  Or did the troglodyte zombies do a good enough job of cleaning up?  Surely, there was some sort of investigation.  Corpses on a train?  A rogue subway train?  You don’t ignore these things! 

    On the plus side, at least I had a better idea what the troglodytes were doing.  Not why.  Not what they wanted.  But I did know something Alden wanted them for.  They were spies, almost invisible in the city.  Nobody looks at them.  Anyone who pays attention to them immediately tries to forget them.  It was a brilliant idea and I hated it, partly because it wasn’t my idea and partly because Alden knew entirely too much about Phoebe and Jason. 

    At least his homeless network didn’t seem to know about Rusty or my hideaway apartment.  So there’s that.  I started to wonder what werewolves ate and whether such people needed to be washed, first. 

    With the general order of things sorted out, I made plans for the interrogation.  Originally, I intended to go below, find someone, and ask searching questions.  Obviously, I got diverted.  Now, though, I needed to know what they knew, how they operated, and anything else I could find out. 

    I really don’t think it’s practical to go back down there to grab one.  One small riot after me is one more than I care to have. 

    Come to think of it, this might be an opportunity to test a few things I’ve been putting off. 

    

  


   
    Reactor World #7 

      

    Because we keep putting the reactors with the most construction to do in the tail-end position, they keep finishing first.  We have one last reactor setup to finish and he’ll have the set. 

    We had a brief discussion about adding an eighth timeline to the mix.  I didn’t feel like setting everything up for the pilot program of yet another reactor world, so I made another suggestion. We found a bunch of solar-powered aerial drones so he could search his worlds for more potential reactors.  He can find a hydroelectric plant or collect solar panels or whatever.  He knows how and has robots.  He’s no Diogenes, but he can drive the things by remote control. 

    Once he gets them going, he can set up more dynamo farms in the same worlds, eliminating the need for my involvement. 

    “In the meantime,” I went on, “I have an avatar experiment I want to try.” 

    Oh?  Such as? 

    So I explained again about how I planned to pin down an angel by binding it into a human body.  However, rather than leap off the cliff with an untested parachute… 

    Oh, yes.  You want me to hold still—here, anyway—while you try to bind me into a human body.  What about cloning a body for me to turn into a permanent residence? 

    “Let’s start with the binding experiment.  Whether it works or not, we have a lot more information on how to make an avatar.  After all, isn’t that what an avatar is?” 

    Not exactly, but I doubt anyone will notice the difference.  And you’ll have a chance to refine your angel-containment matrix before you have to try it on one for real. 

    “Exactly.  You up for it?” 

    I can split myself here and be two.  One can watch while the other one tries to wear a body.  What body did you have in mind? 

    “A two-stage thing.  First, I get off my lazy butt and actually do the cloning experiments.  A couple of me, and a couple of somebody else.  I figure we can start the clones in a high-magic field and rig up some rotating osmium rings around the tanks.  If you can inhabit the bodies as they grow, fine and dandy.  If not, we’ll have material to experiment with before a second try.  What do you think?  Will it work?” 

    It might.  I like that you’re cloning a normal human in addition to yourself. 

    “I don’t want to waste the time and start over if something goes screwy.” 

    Prudent.  But you implied there would be other clones of you? 

    “Yep.  The other me-clone will be a control subject to see if it turns into a nightlord-type creature.  All the not-me clones will be used as test bodies for angel—or celestial—body-binding experiments.” 

    Okay.  I guess it’s okay.  You’re building me spare avatars—actual avatars, really—so I guess I can’t complain. 

    “You’re so magnanimous.” 

    So I did some multiple world-shopping.  The Reactor worlds had the technology to clone a human body, but it wasn’t advanced enough to be user-friendly.  It would require a lot more training for me to operate successfully.  Other worlds, however, have more advanced technology.  While I might not understand cloning technology as well as I would like, I can find worlds of sufficiently high technical development to warrant a closer look. 

    It took a while to find everything I needed.  Equipment, power converters, nutrient solution, you name it.  I had to have it all stockpiled and ready to go.  I might not be here for the whole growth process, so I had to make sure the body-growing experiments could carry on with just my altar ego’s supervision. 

    With the time differential on Reactor World #7, I shouldn’t have worried.  But I do worry.  Not enough to sit there and watch the whole time, though.  I skipped over to Phoebe’s world and hid in my rathole apartment lair.  I settled in and did some experimental probing of my old cloaking spells. 

      

    I normally keep most of my lab notes in another mental folder.  You know, the nuts and bolts of spell research, the charts and graphs of Phoebe’s progress, engineering drawings, those sorts of things.  But for anyone interested in a summary, here are the cloning experiment results. 

    First, in my present state, I can’t be cloned.  We tried a number of variations on the process, but every time we tried, the cells… “reproduced abnormally.”  They tended to be somewhat carnivorous and didn’t get along well with each other.  Sunrise and sunset weren’t the issue.  The cells were simply not willing to work with each other to form a larger organism, regardless of the day or night conditions. 

    What disturbs me is the fact they actively tried to eat each other.  Human cells don’t do that.  I find this disturbing on a fundamental level. 

    Best guess?  Chaos.  You can’t have tiny, simple forms working in harmony to produce large, complex forms if you’re a creature of chaos.  Well, unless you’re a demon, which is a whole different order of life-form.  Which brings up the question of how I’m not a puddle of self-devouring goo.  I think it’s the blood I drink.  Either I’m giving my body something to eat instead of itself, or I’m metaphorically consuming living essence of order to remind my body how it’s supposed to behave.  Maybe I’m suppressing the chaos by drowning it in more ordered material?  Is that why food helps, during the day? 

    I can make an argument for any of these.  The actual answer is probably “sort of,” again.  Why can’t I have clear-cut, easy-to-understand answers in regard to the effects, actions, and behavior of chaos? 

    That’s either sarcasm or irony.  I’m not sure which. 

    Second, cloning normal human beings isn’t hard, but it is tedious.  Make a hundred clones, recycle any that develop abnormally, and you’ll get a few perfect ones.  Even with the rapid-growth techniques used in advanced cloning tanks, it still takes months to produce a biologically mature organism.  I can accelerate the process a bit by providing magical vitality, but if I push it too hard, the developing clone has growth problems.  Fragile bones are the most common, but with a bit more vitality, it starts to grow in odd shapes.  Different organs develop at different rates and they need to do so in the right order.  There’s only so much I can do to speed things along. 

    Third, I think we’ve got a successful avatar.  I didn’t fool with it.  I only let it grow normally in the tank.  My altar ego inhabited it—or permeated it, or coexisted with it, or whatever energy-state beings do with mortal flesh—from the moment I lowered the umbilical pod into the tank.  I built a number of divinity dynamo rings to surround the tank and keep a tuned, high-intensity celestial-energy field all through the area. 

    Who did I clone?  Some disgustingly handsome guy.  Tall, broad-shouldered, square jaw, the works.  My altar ego asked nicely, so I hunted down some movie stars, presented him with headshots, and he picked one.  After that, it was a case of opening a small gate, jabbing the victim with a hypodermic to get a sample, and closing the gate. 

    Once the new avatar was fully adult, I removed the dynamo, rotated the tank into a horizontal position, drained it, and cracked open the top. 

    “How do you feel?” I asked.  He coughed and sputtered and vented a lot of artificial amniotic fluid.  He garbled something at me and I helped him out. 

    “You’re a newborn,” I told him.  “You’ve never used these muscles.  You’ve never had to speak through a throat.  Give it a bit.  We’ll get you into shape.” 

    He gurgled, trying to say something, and gave up. 

    Okay.  Let’s work on this.  It’s a good body and I feel very comfortable in it. 

    “It’s like a well-worn shoe.  You’ve got it all broken in.” 

    Sounds right.  Now I have to learn to walk in it! 

    So the next thing on the list was to enhance his musculature, hardening the flabby muscles.  The issue, we decided, was the weakness of being tank-grown.  The clone was a flabby invalid when I decanted it.  Operating it wasn’t the problem.  The fleshy equipment just wasn’t terribly functional.  In a matter of days, he was walking.  In two weeks, he was indistinguishable from a normal person.   

    “I can take it from here,” he told me.  “The changes will be ongoing, I think, as I can spare the power, but you’ve done a fine job getting me something to wear.” 

    “Midnight Tailoring, Limited,” I replied.  “Unusual outerwear for unusual people.” 

    “Very good.  Now, are you ready to try your binding experiment?” 

    “I’ve been ready.  You’re the one who’s been dragging celestial feet.” 

    “I didn’t want to try it while I was focused on occupying an avatar.” 

    “I know, and that’s why I didn’t push the matter.  How about now?” 

    “Sure.  But not here.  I’d rather not expose my avatar to such forces until I’m a little more certain of how it all works.  I want to keep it near a source of my power until I figure out how much energy it will take to maintain it.” 

    “Is it going to be a problem?” 

    “No, I don’t think so.  Not for normal things.  I’ve got enough of a base in Tauta, I can probably go there, no trouble.  But I’d like to see what I can do with it while I’ve got it in a high-power zone.” 

    “If you burn it out, you grow a new one on your own.” 

    “Understood.  Where will you be?” 

    “Right here.” 

    “I thought you were going to go do other experiments?” 

    “I am.  Right here.  You’re a big boy, now.  Walk through the shift-booth to reactor number six.  I’m not moving all the equipment.” 

    “That’s fair.”  He did so and disappeared.  “Okay.  Ready now?” I asked. 

    Of course.  Pick a clone. 

    I did so.  I decanted it, drained the excess fluids, laid it out, and started drawing. 

    Aren’t you going to, I dunno, carve the designs into the skin?  Or tattoo it?  Or something? 

    “Not now.  A cut or a tattoo might be suddenly healed by the influx of energies.  Magic marker is just a stain.  I want to see what happens.  This is the lab prototype, not the final product.” 

    Ah, I understand.  How long until it— 

    He cut off, mid-thought, as the spell engaged.  He uttered a psychic cry ending in a sharp and definite silence. 

    There was a sudden swirl of energies and the fresh clone began to glow.  He sucked in a huge breath and arched on the table, almost in spasm.  He made terrible gurgling noises in his throat for several seconds, took another breath, screamed once, and went limp. 

    I checked his pulse and respiration.  He was alive. 

    “Well?” I asked, glancing up. 

    It works. 

    “You’re in there?” 

    One of me is.  I don’t think he likes it.  I know I don’t. 

    “I thought you knew everything everyone else did?” 

    Yes, but your spells have cut the connection.  He’s isolated in there.  Imprisoned.  It’s a good thing I like you, he added.  I wouldn’t take this from just anybody. 

    “Why the drama?  Did it hurt going in or does it hurt to be in?” 

    How would I know?  I’m not the me in there.  We’ll have to wait. 

    I grumbled and I did what I could to help the body adjust to the new occupant.  He came around after half an hour or so. 

    No, he didn’t like it.  We had similar issues to the avatar experiment.  The muscles were still pitifully soft and weak, but I helped.  We knew what we were getting into. 

    “It’s…” he began, trailing off, waving a hand in a circle, weakly.  “It’s so limiting.  All I can see are… are colors.  It’s not really seeing at all.” 

    “I know what you mean.” 

    “Do you?  How can you possibly understand?” 

    “Every morning, I go from VampVision™ to mortal sight.” 

    “Oh.  Yes, maybe you do have some idea.  All my other senses are just as limited—and you have the same problem.  Yes.  I forget.”  He shivered.  “I hate this.” 

    “Good.” 

    “Good?  Why?” 

    “For two reasons.  First, I want any angel I trap to be thoroughly miserable.  Second, if you hate it so much, break out.  Don’t mar the design—I’ll restrain the body I use for an actual angel—but do everything you can from inside to break out.” 

    “Let me work on it.” 

    “Take your time.  I’ve got a mindless minion to catch and examine.” 

    “Go ahead.  It’s not easy to get used to this.  This could take a while.” 

    I left him struggling inside himself, just like a human being.

  


   
    Reactor World #7, Again 

      

    I’m going to kill Alden, preferably slowly, but I’ll settle for surely.  Not that Shirley ever did anything to me. 

    Sorry.  Bad joke. 

    Okay, let me back up.  That’s not where I should start. 

    Alden’s mindless minions were a serious concern.  He might be doing other things to people above ground level, but I knew for a fact he was turning a large chunk of the homeless population of Manhattan into his personal zombie army.  I didn’t like it.  I didn’t like how they were all the same inside.  I didn’t like the way they shared vitality.  I didn’t like one single thing about it. 

    So I took careful note of the time, opened a gate one night, grabbed one, and strapped him down. 

    Between me, Firebrand, and my altar ego, we peeled the former Mr. Westin’s mind open like delicately peeling an onion.  There was no way for us to do it painlessly.  He needed to be conscious for it to work. 

    It hurt, he didn’t like it, and I did it anyway.  I’m not proud of it.  Then again, there are things I am actively and intensely ashamed of, so this was minor by comparison. 

    Riddle me this.  Is it a sign of maturity and wisdom when I overcome my squeamishness about doing something I find objectionable, as long as I do it for the greater good?  Or is it a sign of my decline, my descent from humanity to monstrosity, when I justify atrocities in the name of a greater good? 

    Somebody find me a philosopher.  I need a drink. 

    We played Mr. Westin’s memories like video clips. Alden came to them, just like any other preacher, holding a bible in one hand and a cross in the other.  He spoke to them for a while.  He was entertainment, so they listened.  As he spoke, his words—in the memory of Mr. Westin—faded into gibberish and noise.  What was important was the light.  The light of knowledge, of understanding, of realization, of enlightenment, whatever.  It was beautiful and brilliant and brighter than anything. 

    After that, he really didn’t have much of a memory.  The light washed out all the color, if you will.  He went about his daily routine with a monotonous regularity.  He was almost an automaton.  His regular routine included time with a cup and a sign in sight of one of the places assigned, looking for the man—me—or for the woman—Phoebe. 

    If he saw either of us, he was to watch, but not follow. 

    I was confused by this.  What was the point of simply noting where we were? 

    I can answer that, my altar ego informed me. 

    “Oh?  What’s the deal?” 

    Look here, he suggested, indicating sections of Mr. Westin’s mind.  See these?  These are linkage points. 

    “Linkage points?” 

    They remind me in some ways of the interface between my various selves.  I believe they are contact and communication linkages between what’s left of his mind and other minds. 

    “He’s telepathic?” 

    Sort of.  I think he has a psychic link with someone else.  Possibly several someones.  Or did, until you snatched him right out of the universe. 

    “It’s not active now, is it?  I don’t see any activity.” 

    Me, either.  I’d guess it doesn’t cross universes.  It might not even link beyond a certain physical distance.  His nervous system only produces so much wattage. 

    “So, who did he link with?  Alden?” 

    It’s a possibility.  Alden would want to have some form of control over them. 

    Firebrand cleared a dragon-psyche throat. 

    “Yes?” my altar ego and I replied, in unison. 

    I can answer the question about who he linked with.  He had multiple connections at once.  He was part of a hive-mind. 

    “How do you know?  It’s not stored in his memory.” 

    His memory is shot because he only has part of it, Firebrand told us.  The majority of his knowledge is spread around the others.  Look at the links.  There’s capacity for dozens of connections.  He can’t carry on a conversation without help, but you think he’s going to maintain fifty psychic links at once?  You don’t do that if you’re a drone connecting back to a master control.  He’s one of many, but all of them together are one thing. 

    Firebrand’s got a point, my altar ego added.  I didn’t think of the number of possible connections, just their similarity. 

    “So, tentatively, Alden has… what?  Dumped most of their personalities and, for lack of a better term, their selves? 

    Looks like. 

    Yes, Boss. 

    “Okay.  What’s left of each of them is a small component of a larger organism, a telepathic hive-mind.  I presume it’s under Alden’s control, somehow?” 

    I’d guess so, Boss, but I don’t know how he’s controlling it. 

    I might, my altar ego offered.  If they’re a true hive-mind, they have one weakness.  They lack a firewall.  Anyone telepathic enough to input information or commands can tell them what to do.  All Alden needs is to have one on hand—a remote terminal, if you will—and he can give instructions to the whole network. 

    “Hold on.  If it works one direction, it works the other.  He can also get information out of the network as long as he has someone who is part of it as his remote terminal.” 

    Yes. 

    “So he probably knows Mr. Westin, here, is no longer part of the network.” 

    Not necessarily, my altar ego argued.  Each of these minds is a very minor part of a larger whole.  If someone takes a spoonful of tea from your teacup, do you notice the loss? 

    I considered the figure strapped to a maintenance worktable.  He didn’t struggle or protest.  He simply lay there, looking at nothing, waiting. 

    “There really isn’t much in there,” I mused. 

    No. 

    “All right.  Talk to me about memory.  How much of this experience is he going to retain?” 

    All of it, Firebrand replied.  He’s recording everything.  His brain is still working, but the person is burned down to a stub.  Even with a bunch of them together, they barely have any self-motivation.  They have instructions to carry out certain general tasks, but they’re tasks they didn’t have to think about, if that makes sense.  If you put him back in the network, he’ll communicate everything he knows to the others.  He’ll be part of them again.  They all share their total experience in order to function at all.  They have to. 

    “Dusty?” 

    I agree with Firebrand, with one proviso.  His replay will be limited to what he can remember.  He’s far from perfect as a recording device.  He’s lying there quietly, seeing and hearing everything he can, but he’s not thinking about any of it, so he’s not really shifting much from his short-term memory to his long-term memory.  It’s fading even as we speak.  We can erase what he’s experienced here, put him back in the tunnel, and have him trip on something.  It’ll account for his forehead bruise and any passing seconds in Phoebe’s World. 

    “I’m not sure I’m giving him back, yet.  Do we have a consensus on how badly eroded his identity is?” 

    He’s a smart vegetable, Firebrand offered.  A genius, in fact—among potatoes. 

    We can’t fix this, Dusty added.  There are vital bits of him just plain missing. Without extra brains providing initiative, someone would have to spoon-feed him, although he can chew and swallow on his own.  Left to his own devices, he’ll starve to death.  There just isn’t enough of a person in there to do anything, really.  His mind is like an olive, and Alden’s pitted it. 

    “Got it.  Alden’s cored him out—presumably like the rest of them—and left enough wits among the whole to make up one idiot.” 

    Probably a bit more than an idiot, since they have multiple tasks, but we should get a few more for comparison and check. 

    So I did.  One at a time, six people vanished from the underground. Grab one, strap him down, make sure of the security, and grab another one. 

    Boss? 

    “Yo.” 

    They’re linking. 

    “Hooray,” I sighed.  “How much brainpower can they muster?” 

    They’re trying to sort out who should go watch a building, who should go begging, and who should rest. 

    “The three pillars of their existence.  Fantastic.  Do they know anything else?” 

    Doesn’t look like it. 

    Did you notice, my altar ego asked, how they’re sharing vitality? 

    “I noticed it in the tunnels, but I didn’t have a chance to look at it in any detail.  It looks as though they’re linked, although that’s not quite right.  A link implies something like an umbilical cord connecting them.  For these?  It’s more like they have such similar patterns, they interact with each other to share vitality.” 

    That’s as good a description as I could come up with, he agreed.  Mentally, they act like a composite creature.  Why not on a more spiritual level?  You tried to drain them, I presume? 

    “Naturally.  I grabbed several and hauled energy, but they kept getting more.” 

    You were trying to drain a few, but you were drawing on the reserves of all of them.  How long would it take you to drain a thousand people? 

    “Quite a while.  I haven’t actually tried to gauge that, but it takes a second or so to drain one person of vitality if I really focus, at close range, and hit him with everything I have.  With distractions, it takes longer.  A thousand people?  Best case, I’d guess somewhere in the ballpark of fifteen, twenty minutes.” 

    Could you grab one of the zombies and siphon off power from all of them? 

    “Maybe.  Once.  The thing is, will a full-power drain cause him to burn out, like an overloaded wire?  And will nine hundred and ninety-nine other people be able to… I don’t want to say ‘rest faster,’ but that may be the phrase.” 

    How about “recover vitality?” 

    “Good thought.  The other almost-thousand might recover vitality faster than I can drain it through one person.  With a thousand people lined up, they die in sequence.  In this setup, they’re all still generating energy. 

    “And another point.  If Alden notices his minions are getting tired, he’ll try to figure out why.  It might give me an opening to drain some of his vitality, but it might give him an opening to look inside my head.  Worse, the connection is through a third party.  Even if I could drain Alden’s vitality through such a link, he only needs to sacrifice the link.  I don’t think I should try it unless there’s a damn good reason.” 

    You know your vampiric business best, he agreed. 

    Hey, Boss? 

    “What is it, Firebrand?” 

    I’ve been looking at these guys as do whatever it is they do to be together instead of individuals. 

    “Yes?” 

    They’ve reminded me of something for a while and I finally figured it out.  They remind me of those zombies. 

    “They are zombies.  One type, anyway.” 

    I mean the psychic zombies in Zombie World. 

    “Oh, those.  How do you mean?” 

    The psychic ones coordinated the others.  These are more like a group of the psychic ones with nobody to do the driving. 

    “Which makes Alden the big brain running the show.  I do not find this comforting.” 

    For comfort, how about the knowledge these don’t have the zombie variations?  No sprinters, ogres, or psychic screamers? 

    “Good try.  All right.  Alden’s the source of this modification.  He’s robbed them of their sense of self, all but a tiny fragment.  He’s left just enough to serve his purposes.  Do they have any awareness of their condition?” 

    I don’t see how they could, replied my altar ego. 

    They do, Boss, Firebrand demurred.  They retain enough of a spark to know they weren’t always like this.  Even all put together in a group mind, they’re not smart enough to wonder about it, though.  They’re too busy with their tasks.  It takes all their focus.  They do retain a faint inkling something isn’t like it used to be. 

    I was glad we did all this at night.  At night, I only throw up when I eat.  I think I did well to wade through the mental desolation for as long as I did.  Turning off the faculty for going “yuck” is something I can do, but I do not enjoy doing.  It makes me even less human than I already am. 

    “I think we’re done here. 

    

  


   
    Reactor World #7, Wrap-Up 

      

    Phoebe’s world has advanced by almost an hour.  Being out here at the end of a daisy-chain of time-tickers is much more regular than in my initial, single-gate experiments.  I’m liking it.  As an added bonus, the series of time-tickers seems to be sufficient to keep the local branches intact so they don’t fade away or break off or rot or whatever unattended timeline branches do. 

    Fan-bloody-tastic. 

    We’ve also managed to keep our experiments from being noticed by the local celestial entities.  My altar ego’s theory is that since we’re in a world with few-to-no human beings, there’s not a lot of attention spared for them, branched timeline or not.  Apparently, angels don’t get duplicated with a timeline branch.  They’re beings on the celestial plane and not tied to the existence of an earthly one.  So an angel in a prime earth doesn’t get duplicated in a branch. 

    Could I set up a rapid-fire string of micro-gates, all aimed at primary Earth-worlds, and have them create millions of branches?  Would this spread out the angels’ attention and act as a diversion, if I need one?  Interesting question I may never answer without desperately needing to know. 

    Another point in our favor, here in a reactor world my altar ego can shield his power production and our experiments from casual notice.  It saves me the trouble of raising additional cloaking spells.  It also makes me feel a trifle better to know he’s watching out for me. 

    I’m still hiding our bases behind cloaking spells.  I’m cautious like that. 

    In other good news, my experiments with celestial bindings have paid off.  We now have a working binding.  Admittedly, you have to keep the subject from marring the design, but it works.  I’m told it’s like being flayed alive, except once you remove the skin, you sew on a rotting, bloody bearskin, soaking wet with salt water.  It’s painful, disgusting, and unpleasant in the extreme. 

    Restraints.  Definitely going to need restraints. 

    After a couple of iterations of spell redesign, my altar ego also tells me my binding spell is now adequate against everything he can bring to bear in this world, at least.  He’s not directing all his force at it from all his resources, but there’s no clever way to worm out of it.  If anything is getting out, it’s getting out by directly opposing the spell and shattering it. 

      We don’t have a scale of how angels stack up in the power department, so I need to be careful.  If I hook a big fish, I might need a bigger boat.  On the other hand, I have a matter-conversion reactor and a spare voidstation.  I guess I’m ready. 

    Of course, now I feel impatient and terrible. 

    I’m impatient because I have a working angel trap, container, and dissection methods.  I feel terrible because, after all these years of being a father, I now also feel responsible. 

    On second thought, I’ve always felt responsible.  Now I’m taking responsibility.  Phoebe may not need me, as such, but I still feel responsible for her and want her to do well. 

    Is it my sense of responsibility, I wonder?  Is that the right word?  I’m not sure. 

    Another thing I have to handle before I actually start angel-hunting:  Alden.  I have to kill him, partly because he deserves it, partly because he’s stalking my Phoebe.  And me, granted, but I mind that he’s stalking Phoebe. 

    Then I have issues in Tauta to handle, but at least I have people working on those.  They need me for some of the tricky bits, though, and there I do feel responsible.  I rocked the Imperial boat and I really ought to get on with bailing. 

    Excuse me.  I have to drop a tyrannosaur in the north valley and notify Leisel. 

      

    Okay.  Where was I?  Ah, my To-Do list.  I think I’ve done a splendid job of narrowing my problems.  I need to make Phoebe safe from Alden and Tauta safe from my repercussions.  Then I can trap and examine angels so I can develop spells to use against the Boojum.  With that sorted out, I can start importing humans as test subjects for the addiction experiments. 

    All that, of course, leads to the ultimate objective. I can wait until the Heru go into their spire of sequestration or whatever they call it.  With them safely ensconced, I can risk a micro-gate, ticking Rethven along faster while I wait for it to catch up to where I need to be. 

    Plan?  Plan.  I have a plan.  And deciding on your plan is a good way… 

    “Hey, Dusty?” 

    Yo. 

    “Laugh for me, would you?  In your capacity as a god?” 

    He laughed, but neither of us found it all that funny. 

    

  


   
    Monday, May 5th, Phoebe’s World 

      

    I reported to Phoebe about the homeless hive-mind.  She was appropriately horrified.  I have to ruthlessly suppress my disgust at this sort of thing.  She doesn’t have the same level of repugnance, so she hasn’t learned to shut it off.  Or am I the only one who does that?  If I hate it enough, I can consciously ignore it.  Minor irritations bother me more because I don’t go to the effort of suppressing them.  Am I weird?  No, bad question.  Specifically, am I weird about that? 

    “How many of these poor people has he done this to?” she asked, shrinking back into the Sofa of Softness. 

    “I’m not sure.  The platform I saw had eighty to a hundred living on it,” I told her, “and a hell of a lot more showed up when I first stuck my nose into the business.  He may have a homeless network from Whitehall Terminal to Henry Hudson Bridge.” 

    “And he controls them?” 

    “We think so.” 

    “Can you break his control?” 

    “We didn’t get enough of a hive-mind together in my experiment to be sure if there are any security features.  If I were doing it, I’d include instructions or something to help prevent anyone else from using them.”  I went on to explain how we thought the hive-mind worked. 

    “So, you’re telling me he has somebody, some part of the hive-mind, as his personal link to it?” 

    “Probably.  It’s also possible he occasionally thinks hard about them, remotely links in as part of it, to absorb what it knows or give it instructions.  I don’t know what sort of range he has when it comes to straight telepathic contact.  We also don’t know if he is even capable of the fine discrimination necessary to tell exactly how many he has in the network, or if any are missing.” 

    “I was about to point out how we might be able to find him through his network,” she began, “but now I think I’ll ask about what sort of reaction he might have if he does notice.  I mean, if they’re watching this building, they know where I live.  What sort of reaction can we expect, Pop?” 

    “Wait, what?  Back up.  At the moment, we can either fight off an attack or escape it, so we’ll figure out what to do about him knowing this address in a minute.  Right now, what were you saying about using his own network to track him?” 

    “I asked first.” 

    “Fine,” I growled, just as a dog padded into the room.  I took it for a dog, as first, but rapidly revised my estimate.  It was a fluffy, reddish-brown wolf.  I looked at him and he looked at me. 

    “Excuse me,” I said, nodding.  “I’m surprised.  I’ve never seen a wolf with your coloration before.  I apologize for staring.” 

    He nodded in return and padded on through the room, heading for the bathroom. 

    “Does he live here?” I asked. 

    “He keeps clothes here.  It’s useful when he needs a place to change.  It’s not like I don’t have enough rooms.” 

    “How does he get in?  Through the construction?” 

    “Silly.  He has his own door.  Gus uses it, too.  They have their own dog licenses and tags.  And Rusty has shown Gus around, getting the wolf’s-eye view.” 

    “Sensible.  Okay, for Alden’s reaction:  I don’t know.  He might have all his drones close in on the house and mob the place.  I don’t know how many is ‘all.’  It could be a hundred.  It could be a thousand.  Given the local technology, they might be armed with anything from fists to grenades.  Further, I don’t know how they coordinate in a group mind.  They can beg for change at intersections while still staking out the buildings.  They’re basically pod people, at this point.  I don’t know how many things a group can do at once.” 

    “Worst case?” 

    “Worst case, they may individually have all the fighting skills of their best member and act in perfect synchronization.  I find this unlikely, given what was left of their minds.  I suspect the group mind can’t afford to split its attention too finely.” 

    “How do you mean?” 

    “If they were normal people, they could each focus on a different thing.  As it is, it may require a dozen people to focus on something.  A mob may come for the house, but that mob will have to split its attention among the two people-doors, a garage door, and monitoring the windows on each side.  They can’t just post a sentry to watch things.  They have to be in groups.  Or, at least, have enough extra people not doing anything so their brainpower can be used by someone on-site.” 

    “If they come for this house, it’s not too defensible, yet.  There’s still construction work for the garage door.” 

    “And the police are unlikely to be much help.  Alden’s been moving in upper social circles, presumably making mental and social inroads with those in power.” 

    “Pop, I don’t like this guy.” 

    “Neither do I, and for more reasons than just the way my foot went to death under his tender care.” 

    “You mean ‘went to sleep’.” 

    “I know what I meant.” 

    “Ooo, ouch.” 

    “No kidding.  Yes, Alden needs a good swift kick in the brainstem.”  Trying to sound casual, I added, “On the other hand, I wouldn’t mind leaving him here to die of old age, either.  We could find…” I trailed off as Phoebe shook her head.  “No?” 

    “No.  I like it here, Pop.  I feel settled.  I’ve invested a lot of time here, gotten to know the place.” 

    “You could bring people along.  I’m willing to transport quite a lot for you.” 

    “If I decide to move, I’ll pop over to Iowa and leave you a crystal with the destination address.  You can help move furniture.” 

    “Fine,” I sighed.  “I just don’t like you being in the same world as Alden.” 

    “I know, but there’s more to this world—to me—than the fact Alden is in it.  By the way, have we figured out what he is, yet?” 

    “No.” 

    “Any clues?” 

    I sat back and gave it more thought. 

    “Well, I’ve seen him at night.  Whatever he is, he has power.  That much is obvious even when he’s not using it.  I’d like to see him when he’s exerting himself, rather than simply existing.” 

    “Didn’t he—no,” she corrected herself, “we got into a psychic fight during the day.” 

    “Correct.” 

    “Isn’t there a way to track his shields?  Your old shields, I mean?  Maybe look for a blank spot on the map?” 

    “Yes, if all we had to deal with was an anti-scrying shield.  He’s also using my cloaking spells, so his anti-scrying shield is disguised as empty space.  I designed it so I wouldn’t be trackable.” 

    “Does that mean there’s no way, Pop?” 

    “No, it just means I’ll have to think of something entirely novel.  No spell is perfect.” 

    “And in this case?” 

    “Well, he’s a cylinder of empty space.  Just open air.  If I were to map out the city as a whole, anytime he came near a wall, there would be a sudden cavity or hole in the wall—at least, according to a scrying map.  The wall would still be fine, but the portion inside the cloaking field would be invisible.  The same goes for stairs, elevators, automobiles, and so on.” 

    “We can narrow down his location with the phone,” she reasoned.  “Can’t you do a detailed map of just that area?” 

    “Yes and no.  I could, but it would take too long.” 

    Phoebe frowned her thinking frown. 

    “I guess I have to ask.” 

    “Ask?” 

    “Pop, I know he’s done awful things to you.  I don’t like him, and I’m willing to mete out an equal portion of misery to him.  But is he, deep down, really as evil as he needs to be for a… not an ‘arbitrary,’ but maybe ‘unilateral.’  Is he really worthy of a sentence of death?  Or does he just need to be taught a lesson?  I know, I know.  You’ve made up your mind.  By and large, I agree he’s being something less than an ideal person.  But is he really evil?  Or do you find him personally offensive? 

    I sighed.  Gus came into the room, sniffing around as he did so.  He came over to sit by me.  I scratched behind his ears. 

    “Phoebe, I don’t know.  I admit I didn’t see enough evil in him to make him an automatic snack.  His actions, however, are another matter.  I don’t care how evil a person is if they’re pointing a gun at me and demanding my wallet.  They’re threatening to kill me, whether they can accomplish it or not.  See what I mean?” 

    “I get it.  I really do.  I’ve hit people as hard as I could, possibly even killed them, when my life was threatened.  I don’t know if I’ve actually killed anyone or not.  Nobody died on the spot, anyway, and I hope they survived.  But I don’t know, and I still go out and do things like that.” 

    “And I’m proud of you for your restraint.  Accidents will happen in your line of work.” 

    “Pop, before we go on, I have to ask something else.” 

    “Ask?” 

    “What do you think of my line of work, as you put it?” 

    “I think it needlessly dangerous,” I admitted.  “However, having said that, let me also add I agree it needs doing.” 

    “But if it’s needlessly dangerous—” 

    “Let me finish.  Someone has to… mmm.  How to say it?  People need heroes.  They need symbols.  They need someone to point at and say, ‘There are good people in the world.  People who will make a difference.’  You seem to fit the bill.” 

    “So do you, Pop.” 

    “I disagree.  True, I may take an occasional politician to dinner, thus removing him from doing more harm, but I am not a good example to the public at large.  Besides, I much prefer to be unnoticed.   

    “You, my dear, fit the bill.  You are beautiful, mysterious, and cannot be condemned for either your methods or your targets.  You strive to leave people alive even when they are clearly villains.  I should not be surprised to find people are already building scrapbooks—or whatever the local equivalent is—of your deeds.” 

    “You really think so?” 

    “I do. You tell me you’re pissing off a number of major players in the drugs business.  You can’t help but be noticed.” 

    “So where does the ‘needlessly dangerous’ part come in?” 

    “If I were doing it, I’d track the entire permanent organization until I had a chart.  Then, one night, I’d zap the whole organization, from Pablo Escobar down to Paulie the Pusher.  Then, when someone else expands to meet demand, I’d repeat the process.  After a while, people are going to get the point about the business: It gets you killed.  There will always be someone, but you can thin the trade down a lot.” 

    “My way doesn’t get people killed.  Well,” she amended, “not usually.  They don’t get murdered.” 

    “And that’s an excellent point.  I murder people.  You kill in self-defense.  It’s a moral distinction, but an important one.” 

    “You raise good points, Pop,” she admitted, eyes downcast.  “You really think I’m being stupid?” 

    “If I have ever given you the impression I think you’re stupid, I apologize, here and now.  You are not.  You may be smarter than I am.  On the other hand, you are definitely less experienced, which is a very different thing.  It is my hope you will grow out of it before something awful and irreversible happens to you.  You can’t take risks like these indefinitely.  There will come a time when you overreach.  I hope you survive it.” 

    “But you’re not telling me to stop.” 

    “I want to,” I admitted, “but I also recognize it’s your life.  I’ve bitten my tongue repeatedly over this.” 

    “Ouch.” 

    “Not funny, Phoebe.” 

    “Sorry, Pop.” 

    “As I was saying, you have to take on adult responsibilities, and that means the responsibility for yourself.  You can throw away your life in foolish heroics or devote it to a long career of crime-fighting.  If you’re determined to do this sort of thing, I recommend the latter.” 

    “You mean it, Pop?” 

    “Mean what?” 

    “That it’s my life?” 

    “Of course it is.  It always has been.  I’ve only been custodian of it until you were old enough to take over.” 

    “I can do anything I want?” 

    “You’re of age.  Do as you please.  You don’t answer to me.” 

    “I’ll always answer to you, Pop.” 

    “Only if you choose to,” I corrected.  “You can make good decisions.  I know you can.  I’m not pleased with this one, but I don’t have to be.” 

    “I’ll be more careful.” 

    “I wish you would.” 

    “I will.  I promise.” 

    “I believe you,” I told her.  I did not mention I believed she was sincere.  I might have my doubts about the truth of her statement, but not about her intent. 

    “Thanks, Pop.  Now, back to Reverend Alden.” 

    “Yes.  I do intend to kill him.  Partly because he’s a bad person, but mostly because of what he’s doing.  I do not like what he did to me, so he’s got a comeuppance due for that, but the major issue is the way he’s coring out people’s minds and using them as drones.  This is an abomination not to be borne and I will have his head on a pole for it.  I might get a castle, somewhere, and impale him on a spike out front, just for the aesthetic!” 

    “You sound like you mean it, Pop.” 

    “Maybe I wouldn’t go that far, but he definitely needs to die.” 

    “If you’re determined, I can’t stop you.  However, there is something I want to do.  I’ve been giving it a lot of thought and I do want your help.  But, aside from some support, I’d like to do it myself.” 

    “I’m not sure what you mean.  What is it you want me to do?” 

    “I’ll need stuff.  Magic transformers, armor, supplies—that sort of thing.  Support.  I don’t have the resources you do.” 

    “You want the credit cards and the car to go on a road trip, but you don’t want me to drive?” 

    “That about sums it up.” 

    “What is it you want to do?” 

    “I want to punish Alden.” 

    I pursed my lips and steepled my fingers, thinking.  It sat back in the chair and looked up, not at anything in particular, while I considered my feelings. 

    Off the top of my head?  No.  I want to kill him. 

    Second thought:  I can still kill him afterward.  Phoebe isn’t going to.  Well, I can probably kill him afterward.  Phoebe won’t try to kill him. 

    Third thought:  Can she do it?  Or will Alden kill her?  Worse, will Alden do his mental tricks to Phoebe?  Will she lose a psychic battle and wind up as his slave or a vegetable?  Or simply dead? 

    Perhaps unsurprisingly, my next thought was, again, how I wanted to kill Alden.  Now.  Right now.  Kill him deader than Peoria on a Tuesday night. 

    “Pop?” 

    “I’m going to need a minute.” 

    “Okay.” 

    All right.  Phoebe thinks she can do this.  She wants to do this.  She’s not being foolish about it.  She knows it’ll be a challenge, so she’s asking for logistical support.  But she wants to do this herself.  This is like the drug-busting superhero thing.  She feels it’s something she can do and should do, even though I don’t like it. 

    I didn’t like the superhero thing, either.  I still don’t.  And I do not want her trying to take down Alden.  I don’t know what he is, which means he might be something too powerful for me. 

    Then again, if you hit him in the face and knock him to the ground, he doesn’t enjoy it.  He bleeds.  He can be damaged.  Even with my amulet and spell-ring, killing him should involve shooting him enough to drop him, then removing the amulet and rings. 

    The broad-shouldered bastard can’t fit in my armored underwear, at least.  So there’s that.  Pity they make modern body armor almost as good. 

    “I can’t,” I said, shaking my head.  “I just can’t…” 

    “Then I’ll make it easy.  I’m going after him, Pop.  Do you want to help?” 

    I looked at Phoebe.  She met my gaze and didn’t flinch. 

    “Don’t do that.” 

    “Do what?” 

    “Don’t make it an ultimatum.” 

    “But I am going after him, Pop.  He deserves to be punished.  Punished, not necessarily killed, so he can have a chance to realize he’s being a bad person.  He needs to be taught the error of his ways.  Manners.” 

    “All right,” I agreed, rising.  “Go ahead.” 

    “Where are you going?” 

    “To get a ton or so of high explosive.  As soon as I find Alden, I’ll drop it on him and take out a couple of city blocks.  Problem solved.” 

    “Even if it means innocent casualties?” 

    “There’s only one casualty I’m concerned about, and this is apparently what I have to do to keep you from becoming it.” 

    “Pop!  Hold it!  Wait a minute!” 

    “Yes?” 

    “You’d really do that?” 

    “Sweetheart, I’d make Manhattan into a legend to rival Atlantis.” 

    “All right!  Can you calm down a minute and sit?  We can talk about this.” 

    “What is there to discuss?” 

    “Maybe I won’t go after him without your help.” 

    “Hmm.”  I paused as if in thought.  “All right.  That’s something we can talk about.”  I seated myself again.  “Tell me more.” 

    “Look, I know you don’t want me to go after him on my own—” 

    “I didn’t say that.” 

    “You didn’t?  I thought you just said you can’t let me do it?” 

    “Forgive me.  I meant I can’t decide this instant.” 

    “I thought—no, I guess you didn’t actually say… huh.  Okay, I jumped at a conclusion.  I’m sorry.” 

    “Never be afraid of a misunderstanding,” I told her.  “If it sounds unreasonable, it might be, but you can and should check to be sure.  With me, anyway.  With other people, your mileage may vary.” 

    “Understood.  But to get back on topic—I can do this, Pop!  I know I can!  I’ll need some help, obviously, but let me prove it!” 

    I realized I was staring at her with a tense, face-scrunching expression.  I deliberately relaxed, letting my eyebrows go back up where they belonged and leveling out the line of my mouth.  I don’t develop scowl lines, but there’s no sense in testing it. 

    “Besides,” she went on, “you have enough stuff to do.” 

    “I do?” 

    “I visit the valley, remember?  You’ve got an Empire to fix.” 

    “Ouch.” 

    “Ouch?” 

    “You imply I broke it.  Which isn’t wrong, necessarily, but it’s still a painful thought.” 

    “Poor Pop.  See?  That’s just one of the things you’ve got on your plate.  I can take this one.” 

    “Hold on.  What do you mean, ‘just one of the things’?  What other things are you thinking of?” 

    Phoebe was silent for a moment. 

    “Pop, we lived in our various houses for seventeen years or so, yes?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Do you think I never noticed?” 

    “Noticed what?” 

    Phoebe rolled her eyes.  It’s not her most endearing quality. 

    “Pop, you go out at night and find some dark spot in the world to rub it out.  You told me so, yourself.  What you didn’t tell me—what I figured out on my own—was you would put me to bed and go through a shift-closet to anywhere.  You’ve always had things you were doing, things you didn’t want me to do with you, or couldn’t do, or something.  They were your things and you did them.” 

    “I tried not to take any time away from you.” 

    “You succeeded, Pop.  I don’t recall any time I wanted you when you weren’t there.  When I woke up as a child and called, you were there faster than a shadow when you turn off the light.  When I had my bike crash and limped home, the instant I called for you, you were there with the mercurochrome, bandages, and a painkiller spell.  I recall once, at the lake, when I shouted for you, too.” 

    “The drowned kid.” 

    “Exactly.  That wasn’t even me in trouble.  It was someone else.” 

    “You were the one who shouted.” 

    “My point, I think, is adequately made.  You were Papa-on-the-spot, because Johnny was way too slow.  Now I’m a wizard, Pop.  I learned from the best!  I am not in your league, never will be, and wouldn’t dream of trying to be.  But I was dandled on the knee of a master.  Your other activities, the ones you tried to keep me from… For a while, I was angry at you keeping me out of it.  Then I got older and realized there were things I didn’t necessarily want your help with, either.” 

    “Why didn’t you mention any of this before?” 

    “Because my Pop taught me to keep the family secrets,” she answered, simply. 

    “So he did.  Looks as though he did a good job, too.” 

    “I don’t know what you’re doing, Pop, and I don’t feel it’s any of my business.  I do know about Alden, and he’s in my world, which makes him my business.  And I do feel I can do this.  I want to do this.  Please, Pop?  I know you’re the big wheel, here, and can veto me if you want—but please?  Let me have my crack at him.  I want to teach him a lesson, not just because of what he did to you, but because of what he’s doing in general.” 

    I’m not often a proud man.  I don’t think I’m overly vain or egotistical.  Nevertheless, when that great judgment day comes when every man must stand and account for himself, if pride is a sin, my pride in Phoebe will send me straight to Hell.  Out of everything I have ever done in a long and wicked life, in this one instance I will be unrepentant. 

    Damn.  Open defiance.  Now I’m screwed, regardless. 

    “I’m going to ask a question,” I decided, “and I want you to think about it.  I don’t want an answer today.  In fact, I’m going to go away for a bit and let you think about it.  I’ll still think about how to kill Alden while you make your plans to punish him, and I’ll want to have an outline of what you’re planning, no matter what.  But I want you to think about my question, and think about it hard.  Be prepared to defend your answer.  Got me?” 

    “I understand, Pop,” she answered, seriously.  “What’s the question?” 

    “Are you planning to punish Alden because you think it will make me proud?” 

    Phoebe blinked at me and took a breath, checked herself, and remained silent. 

    “Good girl.  Think about it.  I’ll be in Tauta, muttering under my breath and maybe demolishing a Temple or two.  I’m sorry I haven’t got around to a new phone, yet, but give Uncle Dusty a shout when you’re ready.” 

    “I will, Pop.” 

    The new house doesn’t yet have a shift-booth setup.  I suspect I’ll probably link the new closet to her old closet.  A point-to-point shifter is way less complicated than an interuniversal one.  Then again, maybe I’ll encourage Phoebe to do it.  She knows the theory.  She needs the practice. 

    I left through the mirror to her old apartment and took the booth to Iowa to pick up Bronze and Firebrand.  Turns out, Bronze was already in Tauta.  I set up the garage to shift things, after all.  But Firebrand was home and more than happy to go out again for a while. 

    Is this what it feels like when the kids finally learn to drive?  There they go, off into the world, and nobody knows where.  And I’ll either die of worry or learn to live with it.  I’m not sure which, yet. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 19th Day of Goloskir 

      

    I’ve been going over the sand table display, examining the map of the Empire and planning how best to conquer the thing. 

    I know that’s not the plan, but it gives me something to think about with the top of my mind while the rest of my mind thinks about Phoebe. 

    At the moment, my idea is to hire mercenaries, load them into a cargo plane, and land it somewhere Mekhalion.  It’s a city on the edge of the northern mountains and is known, rather uncreatively, as “The Iron City.”  Its mines supply most of the iron found in the Empire.  It also has some large, flat areas to the northeast that should be suitable for landing a plane. 

    The plane can concentrate on getting the troops there.  I can have a semi “bring in equipment” and keep them supplied.  The mercenaries don’t need to know they’re not on Earth.  They can think they’re facing some third-world weirdos, which is much easier to swallow. 

    I figure some fifty-caliber machine guns, a few rocket launchers, and a hundred men with boom-sticks should be sufficient to convince anyone carrying a sword to lay it down.  Given the way the locals have developed a system of ritualistic maneuvering for superiority, I think we can blow away one city’s garrison, blow up the gates—all of them—and march up to the Temple to explain matters.  Word will get around.  The next city we head for will vector everything they can muster into our path. 

    That could be tricky.  Tricky to carry enough ammunition, I mean.  My altar ego and I will be on the lookout for magical shenanigans while the mundane troops throw a thousand pounds of lead at the opposition. 

    When we march over the bloody remnants to reach the second city—Keltalion, downriver from Mekhalion—I expect them to throw open the gates and welcome us, hail the conquering heroes, and all that sort of thing. 

    After the second city, the rest may simply send their congratulations to the Lord of Fire and Shadow on successfully delivering a revelation to the Temples.  If not then, how about after the third?  Japan surrendered after the second city was nuked, but the Tassarians might take three. 

    I sat there, cheerily drawing up plans for what sort of armaments and equipment we would need, as well as what sort of logistics and supply I would have to have.  It passed the time while Phoebe thought. 

    Later, after sunset, Bronze and I took a ride around the valley, checking on all the public works.  Bronze spent the day in her semi, fiddling with it, but now she galloped, snorting fire as she went and not bothering to hide it. 

    Everything seemed perfectly on track.  Water supply, underground elevator tunnels, seaport cave, Tradefort, Bridgefort, all the villages, a big pile of fresh dinosaur bones… 

    Yeah, I did drop off a T-rex, didn’t I?  I wonder how many warriors it took to bring it down.  I didn’t wonder hard enough to hunt someone down and ask, though. 

    Bridgefort caught my eye.  Normally, it’s a one-wall keep.  The wall faces a gorge and the bridge.  The rest of the buildings are quarters and storage and suchlike, parked on the valley side of the wall.  Now there were lines cut into the ground, stacks of stones, tubs for mixing mortar, and all the other gear for masonry.  They weren’t secondary walls for defending the valley if the gate was breached, but minor defensive walls against attack from the valley side. 

    I made a mental note to ask Leisel if they wanted help. 

    We finished our tour of the valley.  Bronze jumped up into her trailer and jumped into the vehicle.  It rumbled as she occupied it.  She asked for some more carbon fiber and I obliged.  She needs material for her hobby, after all. 

    I exited the barn, turned to push the barn door closed, and someone stabbed me. 

    It was a good stab.  The spear was a spike-headed thing, designed for piercing armor, and the enchantments on it were by no means to be despised.  I think the spells on the wielder, though, were more impressive.  Someone went to a great deal of effort to hide him.  They overdid it entirely, covering everything they could think of and accidentally hiding him from things they didn’t even know about.  Or, no, perhaps they were trying to hide him from the sight and hearing of the gods.  If so, they might have succeeded.  If I had been looking for him, I still might have spotted him, but I was thinking about other things. 

    See what happens when you don’t stay alert?  I had only myself to blame.  I showed up, collected my horse from the barn, went for a little ride, and came back to the barn.  In that time, someone—presumably someone who was waiting for their opportunity—put themselves into position, hunkered down, and waited for me to come back.  Sure enough, I did. 

    I swear, from now on, every time I come to Tauta, I’m going to wear the heavy armor.  Religiously, you might say. 

    He struck swift and true, fast enough to beat the reaction time on my cloak.  The spear penetrated the cloth of the cloak and pierced the enchantment on my underwear.  The needle-like point parted the fibers and led the way for a thrust completely through my chest.  A good four inches of enchanted metal point protruded from my shirtfront.  It felt as though he got my heart.  It was a good shot, I must admit. 

    As an aside, let me point out that while this is something I can easily survive at night, you’d be surprised what you can live through.  It still hurts, and it’s not a minor amount of pain.  Being run completely through may not be as bad for me as for other people, but I have an extremely small pool of people with whom I can compare notes. 

    On the upside, I was facing away from my would-be assassin, so he didn’t get to see the expression on my face. 

    Several seconds went by while I stood there with gritted teeth and got a grip on myself.  My new amulet damped down the pain pretty quickly, so I had a moment to think about how I wanted to handle this. 

    Beheading? Firebrand suggested. 

    No.  I’ve got a better idea. 

    Immolation! 

    I’m not taking suggestions from the psychic weapon that failed to detect the assassin. 

    You didn’t notice him, either. 

    True, but I am the one who got stuck completely through my a magical, armor-piercing spear! 

    Good point. 

    Yes, isn’t it? 

    I took a deep breath and sighed it out. 

    I turned my head and gave my would-be assassin a sideways glance.  He was still standing there, holding the spear, expecting me to collapse to my knees.  At his hip was a heavy, curved blade reminiscent of an extremely heavy scimitar.  My guess was it was for beheading me after the spear penetrated my protections and dropped me.  If you’re going to assassinate a false god, you want his head as proof, I suppose. 

    Trouble was, I didn’t crumple to my knees as expected.  This caused him considerable concern. 

    “Good shot,” I told him, because it was.  “Do you want your spear back?  If I turn around, I’ll break the shaft.  The head should survive, but it looks expensive, so it’s probably pricey to repair.” 

    He swallowed, or tried to.  His Adam’s apple bobbed.  He didn’t know what to do.  Well, you can hardly blame him. 

    “If you don’t want to pull it out, would you mind finishing?  Just push.  I’ll push back.  We can get the thing completely through, if you think it’ll help.” 

    Why is it I’m so seldom taken up on generous offers?  I had to grasp the pointy bit and pull while I backed toward him.  Once I had the head of the spear completely through, I could grasp the shaft and pull in earnest.  He let go before his hands could touch me.  This left me with a spear and a hole in my shirt.  Fortunately, all the blood stayed inside me, where it belonged.  No free samples! 

    “Okay,” I began, grounding the butt of the spear and holding it out at an angle.  “Let me explain something.  You can’t kill a god.  I appreciate that you’re a man of faith and believe intensely in the gods.  We all appreciate it and encourage you to continue to believe in us.  Right now—well, a moment ago—you were working for priests, not the gods.  In this particular case, the priests are wrong.  A lot of them aren’t listening, so we’re about to shout at them.  In the meantime, they’re going against us and dragging you along in the process.  Understand?” 

    He nodded.  His eyes were about ready to fall out of his face.  I was toying with the open hole in my shirt, so he could easily see the flesh already closed up.  At least the spear didn’t have any magic to make wounds stay open. 

    I handed him his spear back.   

    “Here.  Take this.  Give it back to whoever gave it to you.  Maybe they can sell it and recoup some of their money.”  He accepted the weapon and knelt, wordlessly.  He wanted to say something, but what do you say after you’ve tried to assassinate a god?  I could understand his feeling. 

    “You seem a decent sort,” I continued, “so here’s the deal.  If I yell and scream and go on about this, people are going to show up and do awful things to you.  I don’t want that.  You were just trying to do your job, as you saw it.  Trying to act in accordance with your faith.  I totally understand.  So, what I want you to do is put your spear over one shoulder and walk away.  I’ll stay quiet about this incident until you’re safely out of the valley.  That should give you enough of a head start.  Fair?” 

    He nodded again.  He even managed to stand on his own when I gestured him to his feet. 

    “Good man.  Go your way in peace and safety.”  I turned my back on him and walked slowly away.  After a moment, I heard him walking slowly in the other direction. 

    I went up to the sand table, tracked the spear, got a read on the guy carrying it, and set up his signature in a targeting crystal so I could keep an eye on him later.  It would be nice to know which Temple sent him. 

    All right, I admit it.  I’d also like to see their faces when he reports. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 20th Day of Goloskir 

      

    Leisel invited me to breakfast.  I went, of course.  It was a more lavish breakfast than usual.  Velina joined us, although she stayed on my left and wouldn’t sit down.  Hazir brought a guest and made introductions. 

    “Mazhani, may I present Enesh, a good friend of mine?” 

    “It is an honor to meet any friend of Hazir’s.” 

    The man was lean and hard, but not kitted out like a warrior.  I wasn’t sure what caste he was and didn’t know how to ask in a polite way.  Hazir saved me from this. 

    “Enesh is a warrior,” he told me.  “He also is in the employ of the mahrani of Sarashda.  Or he was,” he corrected himself. 

    “Oh?  Is it polite to inquire why you have left their service?” I asked, looking at Enesh 

    “Of course, Mazhani.  I have left the service of the Sarashdan authorities because one cannot serve two masters.” 

    I raised an eyebrow at Hazir. 

    “Yes.  He has agreed to take service with House Lucard.” 

    “Welcome.  Everyone, please be seated.” 

    Since Hazir vouched for the man, I took him at his word.  I made no pretense about eating delicately or daintily.  I can go all day without eating, but I can also pack it away like it’s my last meal.  If you count dying during sunset, I try to have my last meal every day. 

    Leisel, Hazir, and Enesh discussed the security of the valley.  Their main concerns involved spying and assassination.  Magical spying we already dealt with.  Nobody was going to poke a scrying sensor into the valley after so many of them exploded.  Leisel suggested a second wand would not go amiss, or even one for each village, and for Bridgefort.  I promised to see to it. 

    As for physical spies, there wasn’t much to be done.  People come and go every day.  On the other hand, there were certain points—notably the Bridgefort—to keep secure from any sort of inside job.  To that end, the Bridgefort would be turned into an actual fortification, defensible from all sides, and manned only with long-term, trusted personnel. 

    “It’s the keystone of the valley’s defenses,” Hazir agreed.  Even Velina grunted an affirmative.  “It is a powerful, almost impregnable defense, but if it falls, the villages must immediately surrender.  Only the Tradefort and the castle, here, can contest with an invading force.” 

    “Which reminds me,” I said, around a mouthful.  I gulped it down and continued.  “I noticed the layout for the Bridgefort keep.  If I understand how this looks, it’s meant to be an impregnable defense from the bridge side, but the backside is there to hold off assaults by infiltrated troops?” 

    “Yes.  Whoever might be in the valley under false pretenses.  If you do not choose to examine every person in the valley, and every person coming and going?” 

    “No, I don’t think I will.  But I’ll help build the rest of the Bridgefort, if you like.” 

    Hazir turned to Leisel.  Leisel smiled. 

    “I hoped you would offer.” 

    “You knew I would offer.” 

    “Yes.  But until you did, I had hope.” 

    “A technicality.  By the way, on the subject of Tradefort.  I notice the city of Ti-Reddesh has a lot of external fortifications up there in the mountains.  I presume there’s a path the kustoni can use—or use to use—to get to and from the Empire?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Is there any chance someone might be bold enough to try and sneak a force through—perhaps disguised as kustoni—to go south along the western side of the mountains and come in through the trading tunnel?” 

    Glances flickered around the table. 

    “No,” Leisel decided.  “I have dealt with the kustoni too much to believe they would willingly allow strangers to pass, regardless of who they are.”  The others nodded agreement. 

    Besides, my altar ego said, to me, I would hear about it through my kustoni worshippers, and I would tell Leisel. 

    Fair enough. 

    “I’ll take it as gospel, then,” I said, aloud.  “How fast do we need the Bridgefort modifications?” 

    “Unless an army is on the march,” Enesh offered, “I do not see any advantage to be gained by taking the Bridgefort.  Such an attack would have to happen before the end of the month, and I simply do not see it happening.  While lesser parties will escort priests of each city to the Council of Law, such a force as would be required to pose a serious threat to the valley would be impossible to conceal in the Pass or on the road from Sarashda.  Barring some unexpected force appearing, I believe the Bridgefort need not be completed until the end of Palasniskir.” 

    I hate the Tautan calendar.  Have I mentioned?  Add the fact they have stupid names for their months. 

    “Thank you, Enesh.  I’ll bear it in mind.  Leisel, are the designs fully laid out?” 

    “I believe so, but I will make sure they are measured out and completed before the day is through.” 

    “Excellent.  By the way, Enesh?” 

    “Yes, zeitan?” 

    “What was it you did for the mahrani of Sarashda?” 

    “I was a jauta’tas.” 

    The word was tricky to translate.  He wasn’t a detective or a spy.  It was closer to being an undercover cop.  Thing is, it also included some intelligence analysis.  A high-ranking undercover cop in charge of an investigation?  Basically, he would find out things, do what was required to find out more, and do it all at his discretion until he was convinced he had sufficient evidence to go before the mahrani and convict someone. 

    “I take it, then, you are going to be instrumental in the discovery of spies and assassins?” 

    “If it is your will, I will be honored to undertake this duty.” 

    I glanced at Leisel.  She quirked a half-smile and shrugged. 

    “I will have Leisel keep me informed of your progress.” 

    “As you wish.” 

    We discussed other matters, most of which I found somewhat tedious.  Yes, yes, the new water supply was wonderful.  You’re welcome.  Yes, I’ll see if there’s another monster to be had, but tell everyone I may be too busy to look for one until we settle other matters.  Yes, I’ll deport the Roman troops, probably today.  No, I don’t care to inspect the villages.  Notify me if there’s a problem.  Yes, I’ll get on those anti-scrying wands.  No, the seaport isn’t ready.  It probably won’t be until after the war, assuming there is one. 

    “By the way, Hazir.” 

    “Yes, Mazhani?” 

    “Actually, hold that thought.  Instead, let me make one thing perfectly clear.  I’ve been called a lot of things by way of formal address.  If we were in a formal setting where there were a bunch of people watching, I wouldn’t mind.  Since I’m physically incarnate at this point and time, zeitan is not appropriate.” 

    It’s appropriate when you’re inside a Temple, my altar ego added, to everyone.  Faces did interesting things.  I ignored this and continued. 

    “Now, Hazir.  The thought of the upcoming war reminded me.  How are we doing on notifying everyone their ships are going to turn into burning matchwood if they’re not on our side?” 

    “I have begun the process.  It requires discretion and tact to do so without making it a threat.  I plan to have more direct discussions, perhaps even offer cautions and solutions, at the Council of Law.” 

    “Fantastic.  Is there anything else I can do to help?” 

    Enesh started to speak and checked himself. 

    “Enesh?” 

    “Forgive me.  I am new to this council.  I do not fully understand what you mean when you ask how you can help.” 

    “What would encourage the Empire, as a whole, to accept the New Gods as doctrine instead of an upstart heretical movement?  What would preserve La Mancha?  What would improve the safety, security, and quality of life for the citizens dwelling in the valley?  That sort of stuff.” 

    “I don’t suppose you could conquer Balastada just before the end of the month?” he asked, chuckling. 

    Leisel, Hazir, and Velina all caught their breath.  Enesh lost his chuckle and found a good, solid neutral expression.  I had to give him credit.  Most people have little tells.  He had a poker face like none I’d seen on anything but a statue. 

    “Well, if it’ll help…” I trailed off.  When no one spoke, I added, “Would it?” 

    Nobody answered immediately.  Hazir, as the political analyst, finally spoke up. 

    “It would not hurt,” he admitted.  “At least, not as things stand.  There is much to discuss at the Council of Law.  Such a demonstration might be of value, or it might be viewed as too much of a threat.  It is impossible to say until after the negotiations.” 

    “Okay.  I’ll see what I can do to be ready.  Sound people out, see how they would take it.  If it’s worth doing, let me know.  Be sure to give me plenty of warning.” 

    “How many weeks?” 

    “Weeks?  I was thinking of at least a day or two.” 

    And the rest of breakfast was very quiet. 

      

    I arranged to transport the Roman soldiers back to a world with a Rome in it.  They were well-paid, felt years younger, and had no old injuries to bother them.  Not a bad deal, I thought.  The original deal included never going home again, so they viewed a Rome at the height of its power with unmitigated delight. 

    That took most of the morning.  In the afternoon, I had Bronze run me out to Bridgefort, on hooves, not tracks.  She ran back to her semi to continue her work while I stayed at Bridgefort to do mine. 

    The guys designing the layout were good.  The architect in charge had a clear idea of what he wanted.  My only objection was he didn’t think big enough.  On the other hand, it was meant to be a minor fortification from this side.  It was supposed to stand off a group of infiltrated infantry, not a battalion with a ram. 

    Or might they have a ram?  It wouldn’t be hard to make one, but it would be hard to hide it anywhere nearby.  It might be possible to build one in secret, but hauling it all the way from a village would be noticed.  So, probably an attack by infantry, not siege equipment. 

    The architect and the surveyor finished laying out the lines for the walls.  They wanted to start digging foundations, but I told them all to get lunch.  The architect clearly wanted to argue, but he snapped his mouth shut, put a large, flat board over his papers, and stalked off to eat. 

    I spent the next hour gathering power, casting spells, and generally doing my wizardry thing.  By the time they got back, the solid rock had risen where the foundation lines were drawn. 

    I gave them a practical explanation of how the “sticky stones” spell worked.  Lay a brick on top, position it the way you want it, and tap it with another rock.  It’ll stick and stay, becoming part of the existing rock.  Got a gap?  Pour dust and gravel in it, tap it, and wait.  It’ll fill in the gap. 

    “There’s a ridge of stone just beyond the far end of the bridge.  I suggest cutting up as much of it as you can to lay here.  You have one week, then you’ll have to go back to regular construction.” 

    Jontar was going to have his ridge reduced, but he was already part of the crew supplying stone.  He was getting paid. 

    The architect was a bit grumpy about it, but the masons were practically falling over themselves to take advantage of the situation.  They don’t need to mix mortar?  They don’t have to shape the stones?  They just have to… stack them?  That’s all?  I think they were mostly pleased about still being needed, considering how Bridgefort and the castle came to be.  This time, I didn’t eliminate their jobs, just made them easier. 

    I took a walk, headed back to the keep.  It was a nice day.  Besides, once I made it to the keep, I’d be back to wizardry, enchanting anti-scrying wands.  And goggles.  Mustn’t forget the goggles.  People need to see them to target the scrying sensors.  They’re a set. 

    Although, come to think of it, most wizards probably knew about the wands.  It would be good to have them, but maybe something new should be added… 

      

    Note for reference.  It’s possible to make a wand out of a suitably-shaped crystal.  Unfortunately, if it’s one crystal, it only does one thing.  It can be a power crystal and store a lot of energy, but it kind of defeats the purpose of having a wand.  Or it can be a spell device, holding a single spell in its matrix.  Sure, the spell will have a charge, but the charge is dedicated to the spell.  You fire that spell, you fire off the whole charge at once.  You get one shot, and one shot only.  Worse, you can’t get at the charge efficiently for anything else.  You lose most of it—and probably ruin the spell matrix—if you try to bleed off the charge for some other working. 

    I keep thinking there ought to be a way to have a self-regulating spell to use a partial charge when fired, but the how of it eludes me.  This is a good indicator that it’s probably complicated and difficult.  It might not be worth the effort. 

    So I made some wands out of wood and set crystals in the handle and pommel.  I used diamonds, mostly because they’re tough, extremely regular, and can be used to provide a firm grip.  As for the goggles, I cheated.  A pair of wraparound sunglasses, suitably toughened and enchanted, allowed the wearer to see magical effects.  The targeting line from the wand was one of them, but they also enhanced and highlighted scrying sensors. 

    I also experimented a little and built a one-shot prototype.  It’s based on my Wand of Scry-Smashing, but this thing isn’t really a wand.  It’s used more like a rifle.  There’s one long quartz crystal with the scrying backlash spell, as well as a thicker, shorter crystal mounted underneath it, much like a rifle barrel above and a forestock below.  The long one has the scry-zapper spell.  The shorter one has a secondary spell, and each of them is big enough to hold a single, massive jolt. 

    See, one of the limitations when blasting a scrying spell is the spell, itself, can’t handle much of a power load.  Destroying the spell is simple enough, but I want to give it a surge all the way back to the person or object.  A big surge.  I don’t want it to be annoying.  I want it to be lethal.  They’ve had plenty of warning shots, so if we haven’t killed anybody for spying, we’ll definitely start. 

    Hence my underslung spell-crystal.  The idea is for it to lock on to a scrying sensor and create a much heavier, stronger connection, using the original scrying spell as a sort of pilot hole.  Once you fire the reinforcing crystal, it automatically fires the surge crystal, hopefully before the observer can react. 

    It’s kind of like flying a kite in a lightning storm.  If all you have is string, the lightning zaps the kite and a tiny portion of the charge grounds out before the string burns away.  On the other hand, if you’re using a fine wire instead of string, a lot more charge will make it down before the wire melts. 

    Not my best metaphor, but you get the idea. 

    I’m not sure anyone will try to scry on us, but I wouldn’t be surprised.  I have no idea how well this thing is going to work, but I’m looking forward to testing it.  I can hope, can’t I? 

    While I fiddled around with the wands, getting them set up and integrating some diamonds into their power matrix, I had an idea. 

    Phoebe is in the habit of doing dangerous things.  I don’t like it, but it’s a fact.  A phone, while useful, has certain limitations.  In an emergency, she has to get it out, hit the speed dial, wait for it to ring, and then start talking to explain what she needs.  If things are going badly—say, while running through the streets, pursued by helicopter gunships and mindless zombie hordes, just as a random example—she might not have the leisure to make a phone call. 

    On the other hand, how about an emergency contact crystal? 

    Here’s my thought.  We have a code phrase.  I’m tempted to call it a safe word, but those connotations are a long way from appropriate.  Let’s go with a code phrase.  She says the words, the crystal fires, and things happen. 

    Hmm.  It’ll need to be a piece of jewelry.  I want multiple things to happen, and putting it all in one crystal isn’t likely. 

    Hang on.  Can I put something between two crystals?  How hard would it be to have an insulating layer of glass and a piece of diamond on each side?  It would be subtle enough to look like a single crystal, I think, but still give me a chance to do multiple things with it. 

    Back in a minute. 

      

    All right, it was more than a minute.  I’ve been working on this for most of the evening and a good portion of the night. 

    I checked in with my altar ego.  He reports no contact with Phoebe.  She hasn’t tried to get hold of him and he’s keeping an eye on her activities.  So far, she hasn’t tried to do anything to Alden.  She’s focused her efforts on a bunch of high-level criminals who are suffering severe cash flow problems. 

    I think she’s using them as a warmup.  More power to her. 

    Anyway, back to my distraction. 

    It is possible, although difficult, to bond some types of crystals to a glass interface.  Some types don’t want to stick, while others interact with the glass too much.  A silicon-based crystal, for example, tends to leak into the glass and cause degradation of the power containment or the spell matrix.  This is a good way to invest a lot of time and effort in blowing up your experiment, but not for much else. 

    Once I recovered, I tried clear plastic.  In general, this works much better.  The polymers can be much more easily rearranged, shaped in such a way as to provide lots of microscopic mounting points for the crystal growing on it.  Think Velcro, but rigid. 

    There are three major components to Phoebe’s new device.  One of the crystals is simply a power crystal to juice the other two.  Another contains a spell to scan the area—a high-intensity, high-resolution sort of scrying spell.  Basically, it takes a photograph of where she is and what’s going on.  The second crystal then fires, transmitting this information to my altar ego.  I would have sent it directly to me, wherever I happen to be, but it would require another set of dedicated gates and even more power. 

    I did consider, briefly, doing exactly that.  I also recalled what happened to my previous Ring of Many Gates.  In the end, I decided not to.  Having a bunch of enchanted gate loci fall onto enemy finger is bad enough.  What would he do if any of them were directly linked to another destination?  Could he figure out how to transfer a link to another locus, like a doorway?  Could he power it long enough to matter? 

    I’ll take “Things I Don’t Want Answered” for one thousand, please. 

    I sat there and thought about the new gizmo and gave it more thought.  I can put a minor shield around it to minimize its magical signature, but close examination is still going to reveal its thaumaturgic nature.  If I had a prisoner with a magical necklace, what would I do?  First order of business with any prisoner is to remove anything they might find useful.  I know for a fact that Alden would.  So, Phoebe is grabbed and hauled off.  Her stuff is confiscated, including the necklace. 

    Let’s add some metal around the crystal so we have a place to run a chain.  Put a circuit through the chain so if it’s snapped, it sets off the crystal.  Let’s make it go off even if it’s removed gently, but give it a password to do so willingly.  It won’t be utterly insurmountable, but the odds of getting it off her against her will—and without setting it off—go down by an order of magnitude. 

    So now I have a heart-shaped crystal on a chain.  As soon as Phoebe settles on an answer to my question, we’ll sit down and discuss.  I’ll give it to her then.  She can also choose the emergency activation phrase and the removal password, assuming she’ll ever take it off. 

    Now I’m drumming my fingers and waiting.  She’s had over a week.  What’s taking so long? 

    On second thought, is it taking long?  It’s an extremely deep, introspective question.  Maybe she’s still trying to figure out the answer.  Maybe I shouldn’t rush her.  Or maybe I should actually check in and see if she’s gotten around to it. 

    

  


   
    Wednesday, May 14th, Phoebe’s World 

      

    I’m not sure of the proper etiquette for entering someone’s house through magical gates.  I haven’t yet rigged up a doorbell for her mirror.  All the warning signals happen after someone arrives.  We don’t have a way to knock politely before entering. 

    I really should fix that. 

    On the other hand, I can stop off in Phoebe’s apartment, phone ahead, and step through her mirror to her house.  Come to think of it, couldn’t I take a cab? 

    She wasn’t home, but her local cell phone worked.  She told me to go ahead and she’d be home soon. 

    I stepped through her mirror, did a quick look through the house, and convinced myself there was no one with a frying pan.  It’s an experience I won’t soon forget. 

    Once done, I examined the closet in her workroom.  It was smaller than the one in her apartment, but with a top shelf taken out and the clothes bar removed, it would work.  I did some preliminary setup for her before turning my attention to the idea of a doorbell. 

    The easiest doorbell was to use the micro-gate already attached to her mirror.  Through it, there were limitless options.  I could send an electromagnetic signal to trigger a wireless doorbell system.  A magical signal could activate an alarm spell.  I could even think extra hard and Phoebe would hear my projected thought.  Or, no, that last was unlikely.  She has pretty good mental defense spells, but hers aren’t communication-friendly.  She has to concentrate on receiving before they’ll let her hear anything. 

    I settled on two systems, one magical, one technological.  The first was a typical alarm spell.  The other was a call-forwarding thing to her local cell phone.  Whether she was home or not, I could ring the doorbell and ask if it was okay to come over. 

    It’s her house, after all.  She bought it. 

    Damn. 

    My little girl has moved out.  She’s picked a career.  She’s bought her own house. 

    She’s not my little girl anymore.  Yet, at the same time, she most certainly is.  The contradiction, the realization, was stunning.  I saw this coming twenty years ago, but seeing the train coming at you is very different from being hit by it. 

      

    Phoebe parked in her underground garage.  The garage door pleased me.  It was a rolling thing reminiscent of tank tracks—overlapping metal strips—and clanked up and down around a motorized cylinder.  Barely inside the door, twin steel pillars rose out of the concrete on hydraulics.  Breaking in was possible, but there was no external physical lock to pick, just an electronic post requiring a key-card and a code.  Ramming through the door would work, but the posts would fold up any normal vehicle into a pile of wreckage, which in this business is called an obstacle. 

    I liked it.  In some ways, she does take after her old man. 

    She came bouncing up the stairs in what I think of as a power suit.  Shiny shoes, dress trousers, white blouse, dress jacket, handbag, tasteful jewelry.  She looked very grown-up. 

    No, that’s… demeaning?  Derogatory?  Disdainful?  No… what’s the damn word?  Condescending!  She didn’t look grown-up.  She is grown up.  She’s an adult.  A young adult, perhaps, but an adult.  She looked exactly like what she was. 

    Making that mental adjustment is harder for me, I think, because of all the time differentials.  They say children grow up so fast.  I was there for every minute of my kid growing up until she was almost eighteen.  Then she finished growing up in a hurry.  Not that she’s finished growing up… oh, you know what I mean. 

    I feel as though I’ve let her down, somehow.  Like I did something wrong.  Like I failed her. 

    Have I? 

    Phoebe smiled delightedly and kissed my check, hugged me, and looked at my face. 

    “You look like a man with something on his mind, Pop.  What’s up?” 

    She released me to put down her handbag and hang up her jacket.  I considered carefully what I had on my mind.  I was busily rearranging the furniture of preconceived notions, habits of thought, patterns of perception. 

    At last, I followed her toward the kitchen and seated myself at the counter.  She puttered about, stacking ingredients into sandwiches while I finished tying down some new ideas. 

    “I have a question,” I began.  “Not the question I asked you, necessarily, but a question about the question.  A meta-question, if you will.” 

    “Sure, Pop.  Sandwich?” 

    “Thank you.”  I chomped into it and chewed thoughtfully.  “Very good.” 

    “Someone taught me how to cook, but it’s only a snack.  Well, a snack for you.” 

    “Size matters not, or so I’m told.  Okay.  So, my question is whether or not you’ve been thinking about my original question.” 

    “I have.  And I’ve—” 

    “No, don’t tell me.” 

    “No?” 

    “No.  I’ve been doing some thinking of my own.  I wanted an answer to the question, but I came to realize something.  It’s not important if I know the answer.  The question was really for you.  You need to know.  They are your motivations, your reasons.  Maybe, objectively, they’re good reasons or bad reasons, but that’s not the point.  What’s important is you know them, understand them.  You have to judge your motivations and decide, consciously, whether they are sufficient.” 

    Phoebe sliced her sandwich into quarters, corner to corner.  She didn’t reply.  She circled the counter and sat on another stool.  We ate our sandwiches together in silence. 

    “Pop?” 

    “Yes, Phoebe?” 

    “How did you get to be so wise?” 

    “If I was wise, I wouldn’t have taken days to realize what I was doing.” 

    “You assume a wise man would have known instantly.  You’re neglecting the opposite.  A fool would never have realized.” 

    I chewed it over, thoughtfully, along with pastrami and provolone. 

    “How did you get to be so smart?” I finally asked. 

    “I had a good teacher.” 

    I nodded and took another bite of sandwich. 

    “Bronze,” she added, and I nearly spat sandwich all over the kitchen.  She laughed as I grabbed a napkin and I gave her a half-hearted glare. 

    “Your sense of humor is atrocious and entirely my fault,” I observed, when I could.  She nodded. 

    “But my timing is perfect.  Tea?” 

    “Yes, please.” 

    She circled into the kitchen again to make it. 

    “So, did you ever come up with the answer?” I asked. 

    “I think so.  It’s one of those philosophical questions.  It doesn’t have a clear-cut, yes-or-no sort of answer.  It’s really a yes and no.  The answer is where you find the balance between the two.” 

    “My life is full of those.  I know exactly how they work.” 

    “Do you?  Good.”  A few minutes later, she put tea on the counter and circled to sit with me again.  “Knowing it’s both a yes and a no, does that change anything?” 

    “Not really, but it sort of does.” 

    “Oh, good.  I’m glad we got everything straightened out.” 

    “Sarcasm does not become you.” 

    “But I’m so good at it.” 

    “I blame your father.” 

    “Or his sword.” 

    If Firebrand hadn’t been on another planet, I felt sure it would have had something to say. 

    “Possibly,” I allowed.  “I’ve come to realize you’re an adult.  I can’t and shouldn’t tell you what to do, or what not to do.  If you want to pursue Alden and bring him to justice—or just beat him until his eyeballs bleed—that’s your business.  I’ll be permanently anxious about it, but I can’t, won’t, shouldn’t stop you.  I can tell you I don’t approve, because I fear for your safety, but that’s as far as I should go.” 

    I did not add how I might take steps to insure her safety.  An idea was lurking in the back of my mind.  It was far from complete, but it was growing. 

    “And I thank you for it.  I appreciate it, I truly do.  And I do want your help.” 

    “Happy to.  How?” 

    “One of the things I need to do is keep track of our psycho psychic.  I don’t want to encounter him directly until I’m ready.  It would help a lot to know where is, where he’s going, and where he’s been spending his time.  If he’s spending a lot of time underground, I need to know.  If he’s living in the Governor’s mansion, I need to know.  If he’s addressing the crowd at Yankee Stadium, I definitely need to know. 

    “I can use the phone to track him, at least a little,” she went on.  “Thing is, it’s inconvenient.  Hooked up to your gadget to pump radioactive gas through the gate, it’s not exactly portable.” 

    “That is a drawback, yes.  Is the irradiation unit still running?” 

    “Yes, and I’ve stopped closing the gate.” 

    “Really!  Hasn’t he said anything?” 

    “Not a word.  And I’ve improved on the oxygen supply.” 

    “How so?” 

    “There’s an air pump connected to the system.  I’ve got a spell filtering out everything but oxygen.  When the pressure gets low, the pump comes on to top up the oxygen tank.  No more switching tanks.” 

    “Isn’t it noisy?  Might he not notice it?” 

    “It’s a micro-gate, Pop.  It’s a pinprick.  Even so, I’ve got a silencing spell to reduce the pump noise and eliminate the hissing sound of the air as it goes through the gate.  And the spell is on our side, so if he doesn’t notice the gate being on, he certainly won’t notice the silence spell.” 

    “I like it.  I like it a lot!  Excellent work, Phoebe.” 

    “Thanks, Pop.  I appreciate it.  But, just to be clear, I don’t feel comfortable with this.  It feels like we’re slowly poisoning him.” 

    “Technically?  Yes.  I prefer to think of it as testing his regenerative abilities.  Potentially, we’re also weakening him so he’ll be easier to defeat in a showdown.  If you catch any clues that indicate he’s dying, feel free to stop.” 

    I didn’t add that I, personally, still had the dioxygen difluoride water knife as a last resort.  Or as an opening shot before a bigger attack. 

    “I can go with that, Pop.  He deserves some misery for what he’s done.” 

    “That’s my little avenging fury.  Now, with an open gate on his person, why do we have a tracking problem?” 

    “It’s not a GPS signal, Pop.  It’s an area.  You know how a Venn diagram is a couple of circles, usually with some area of overlap?” 

    “I think I’ve heard of them,” I replied, dryly. 

    “Cell reception points are like those.  GPS would give us a precise fix.  Cell tracking just tells us approximately where he is.  On the other hand, I do have an idea.” 

    After nearly two decades of her cleverness, I shouldn’t have been surprised. 

      

    Her idea was almost the exact opposite of my usual technique for finding things.  Under normal circumstances, I use either a scrying spell or a gate.  Either way, I send a magical pulse out into the world to hunt for something.  It spreads, expands, and eventually comes in contact with a match for the pattern it’s told to find.  It’s kind of like wandering around the house, looking for your keys.  You know what you want and you keep looking until you find them.  Or like a flashlight.  Light shines out and illuminates an area.  You see things based on the light bouncing back. 

    Phoebe’s idea was become much more sensitive, instead.  Alden was a powerful psychic.  As a result, his mind should radiate far more psychic energy than a human mind, making him stand out like a light bulb in a room full of candles.  Even better, we had both encountered his mental force directly.  By listening for his specific pattern, he should stand out—if I may mix my metaphors—like a bright red light bulb in a room full of candles. 

    Of course, there was the slight detail of how to track and pinpoint one bright object in a sea of dimmer ones, but astronomy handed us the answers to that.  Astronomy, and hobbyist telescopes. 

    After a bit of brainstorming, we came up with a pretty decent setup.  Some of the electronically-controlled telescopes on the market can lock on to a star and track it with great precision.  Zeno can read the angles involved to get a line on our target.  But how do we get the telescope to track a psychic source? 

    We took a trip to a Reactor World to do some experiments.  Phoebe worked on modifying a psychic shielding spell to make it act as a reflector.  I fetched a variety of elemental metals to test whether or not any of them would reflect psychic energies.  As it turns out, a rhodium film will turn a telescope’s mirrors into decent psychic reflectors.  Osmium also works, but not as well.  With Phoebe’s spell to enhance the rhodium film’s reflectivity, re-coating the mirrors of the telescope changed it from an optical instrument to a psychic one. 

    Sadly, we haven’t dealt with the distortions.  It’s relatively useless for reading someone’s mind.  Everything is garbled.  On the other hand, all we’re after is to get a loud signal.  Loud gibberish counts.  Good enough. 

    I was the initial test subject, by the way, for detection.  It worked perfectly for getting a precise line on where I was.  And, once we’d achieved that, we also tested my new cloaking spell to prevent it.  Admittedly, I doubted anyone was going to try and find me or Phoebe using this method. I’m either paranoid or cautious and don’t much care which. 

    Given Alden’s power, I think we could have turned the thing on and simply focused on the strongest source.  When we tested it with me, it locked on instantly, but there’s not a lot of psychic stuff going on in a Reactor World.  There’s no one there.  Therefore, to eliminate false positives and interference, I tuned a lens to Alden’s psychic imprint. 

    We built and enchanted three of these things.  We took them back to Phoebe’s house.  One went upstairs, in one of the spare bedrooms.  I put the other two elsewhere in the city.  One went in her old apartment, the other in my little crackerbox.  With all three communicating with Zeno, he could read the angles and draw three lines converging on a single point. 

    Real-time tracking.  Hot damn. 

    “Looks like he’s in a church,” Phoebe observed, examining the holographic map.  “We can’t quite pinpoint him.” 

    “We’ve got a location accurate to within a few feet,” I countered.  “It’s close enough for cruise missiles and hand grenades.  What more do you want?” 

    “This is perfect, Pop.” 

    “It was your idea.  All I did was help.” 

    “And a wonderful job you’ve done,” she asserted.  “Thank you.” 

    “He’s on the move.” 

    We watched his dot on the map as it left the church, moved rapidly along the road, and slowed again to travel through Rockefeller Center. 

    “Now I have another problem,” Phoebe sighed. 

    “What is it?” 

    “Now I know where he is, but not what he’s doing.” 

    “You can always scry on the location and take a basic eyeball look.  My old cloaking spells are going to interfere with his ability to detect a scrying sensor at any distance.  If he can’t actually see magical force lines, just sense the presence of magic, he’s got a lot going that will interfere.” 

    “My Pop is a smarty.” 

    “So, do we eyeball him?” 

    “Not me.  I have other plans for the evening.  You’re welcome to use my workroom, though, if you like.” 

    “Thanks.  I’ll do that.” 

      

    Night fell and I took it in the guest bathroom.  I dressed for a formal occasion. 

    My spying on Alden told me he was at some sort of party.  Black tie, upscale, attended by the great and the good and especially the wealthy.  Perhaps a hundred and fifty guests mingled slowly between the inside space and the rooftop garden area.  A live band played indoors while the gardens were quieter and had more intimate little discussions. 

    I fetched Bronze and Firebrand.  Bronze would wait downstairs in the event I needed a quick getaway.  Firebrand would hide in a coat pocket and listen for anything I might miss. 

    Alden and I were going to have a talk.  Having it with a hundred people around would either be a good idea or a very bad idea.  It depended on whether or not they were under his mental thumb or not.  I hoped he didn’t, and that he wouldn’t want to start anything with so many uncontrolled witnesses.  If I was wrong, I might find out he could control a hundred people by an act of will, which I sincerely hoped was not within his power. 

    If all else failed, the rooftop garden didn’t have a safety fence. 

    Why were we going to have a talk?  Mostly because I wanted to take a better measure of him.  Phoebe wanted him as her project.  I wasn’t against her having a project, like her vigilante activity, but I did have some not-unjustified concerns. 

    Basically, I wanted to see if Alden was nemesis material.  Cameron was boyfriend material, and as her father, I evaluated him as such.  Alden was in the same boat, albeit in the opposite way.  If they were going to be enemies, was I comfortable with it?  Could I be?  Or would I have to get into a fight and apologize to Phoebe about killing her boyenemy? 

    There are a lot of things I don’t like about being a parent.  Most of the time, they are things for which I lack any talent.  Fortunately, this one involved the question of whether or not to murder someone.  This is entirely in my wheelhouse. 

    Yeah, I’m probably going to give her what she wants.  I’m borderline on spoiling her.  But either I’m going to be reasonably certain she can cope with what she’s asked for, or it’s going to be out of stock.  “Sorry.  We’re fresh out of psychic priests.  The last one turned into a rapidly-expanding cloud of ash.” 

    I don’t want to deny her, but I want even more for her to be safe.  It’s a pickle. 

    After a careful check of the party venue, I walked into a mirror and out through a doorway.  I stepped through into the gentlemen’s bathroom and immediately turned around to exit.  I didn’t want anyone to walk in and notice the bathroom mirror. 

    I wore a typical tuxedo, aside from a few dark places on the inside.  The rest of my appearance I adjusted, mostly to confuse Alden.  My midnight-black hair turned to silver while I added quite a few wrinkles around the eyes. My hands and throat had a distinct crepe-paper effect to them.  I think I looked a very healthy sixty, which would let me blend in at the party.  My hope was no one would pay me any attention. 

    I circulated, meeting all sorts of people.  I was a professional investor, long retired from the larger concerns of running an electronics firm.  I met the mayor, the comptroller, the public advocate, eleven councilmen, six judges, two district attorneys, the Manhattan Borough president, three rabbis, two bishops, the New York archbishop, and possibly a cardinal in a pear tree. 

    I also met two other “wealthy investor” types, both apparently in their thirties or forties.  I smiled and pretended not to notice anything out of the ordinary. 

    They were vampires. 

    I’ve seen many different types of vampires.  The most obvious, of course, were the ones used by the Boojum as feeding points.  Those were black inside, empty shells of nothingness and hunger. 

    Mary’s original type was decidedly different.  Her species has bright, sharp lines where a human would have a nervous system, while her circulatory system is a network of blackness, hungering, as all vampires do, for blood.  It diminished after she fed, of course, becoming less obvious, but it never looked remotely human to me.  Her vital force was not a churning cloud, as in a human, but a static thing, a glow of power that waxed and waned with how recently she had fed. 

    As for me, my own inner lights are similar to a human’s, at least in structure.  During the day, I was pretty sure I had a reasonably normal aura and internal lighting.  At night, the structure didn’t change, but the chromatic nature did.  The colors were reversed, like a film negative.  Bright was dark and dark was bright, if only by contrast. 

    I’ve seen plenty of other types of vampire.  For example, there are living creatures, presumably mutants or infected humans, who live a short time with an extremely high metabolism.  They’re not supernatural, merely hungry.  Their auras are a lot like a human’s, only brighter and more easily depleted.  And so many others. 

    The local vampires were, as far as I could tell, similar to a type I’d seen a few times in various other worlds.  I never bothered them, so I didn’t know much about them, but I recognized what they were.  I’d never investigated what sort of powers this type might have.  Their auras, for lack of a better word, were monochrome rather than colored, making them hard to read.  While mine might be a film negative, it was still color film.  Theirs were like looking at a rainbow in an old silent film.  The auras were bright, though, implying a certain level of power.  I didn’t seem them reaching out with tendrils, not even to steal little bits of energy from the guests or staff, but perhaps they were already satiated. 

    Satiated vampires.  Best not to dwell on that thought for long. 

    I also couldn’t tell if they noticed my own peculiarities.  They didn’t try to touch me with any powers, but I don’t know what sort of sensory abilities they might possess.  Neither of them gave anything away in their expression.  We’re vampires.  Our faces must learn to lie if we are to survive. 

    Alden, dressed in basic black and wearing an ecclesiastical collar I felt certain he was not entitled to wear, bore a champagne glass in his left hand as he gracefully lifted a toothpicked hors d'oeuvre from a passing waiter.  He smiled at me as I approached.  Somehow, I doubted he would make a good priest.  Left to think for themselves, too many of the congregation would be busy thinking about breaking one or two of the Commandments while being lectured on the others. 

    “Interesting to see you here,” he remarked, smiling and not at all amused. 

    “One might be as interested to see you here,” I returned.  “Shall we stroll and take in the magnificent view?” 

    “Let’s.  I see you’ve changed your hair.” 

    “Or let it revert after someone stole my hair dye.” 

    “How old do you normally look?” 

    “Is this a way of asking my age?” 

    “Perhaps.” 

    “How old are you?” I inquired. 

    “I asked first.” 

    “Indirectly.  I posed a more direct question.” 

    “Thirty-five,” he told me, passing with me through the doors out onto the rooftop patio garden. 

    “You’ll forgive me if I fail to believe you.” 

    “Will I?” 

    “I have a talent for knowing when someone is lying.”  I did not add that his spirit, like anyone else’s, tends to ripple in a characteristic fashion when telling a known falsehood.  At this range, I could directly eyeball him and bypass a lot of my own cloaking magic.  They’re mostly designed to thwart long-range detection.  Also to my advantage, he might be hesitant to fire up spells he didn’t recognize.  Perhaps he simply wasn’t proficient enough to manually activate the other spells.  Those are generally more power-intensive.  They would still trigger under certain circumstances, but he might not be comfortable randomly trying them out. 

    He didn’t seem to have any health issues from being repeatedly irradiated, damn him.  Well, it was chronic radiation poisoning, not acute.  No doubt dumping him in an active nuclear reactor—or dumping the interior of an active nuclear reactor on him—would have detrimental effects.  I resolved not to try either unless Phoebe said it was okay.  I also resolved to figure out how to do it, just in case. 

    “Very well,” he replied.  “Perhaps you’re right.  I might, indeed, forgive you.  There is much between us best served by being forgiven and forgotten.” 

    “Does it include chiseling off two of my fingers?  Or flaying my chest to the bone?” 

    “The artifacts had to be removed,” he said, without so much as a flicker of regret.  “You would have done the same,” he added, which annoyed me considerably, since he was right.  I might have had the grace to feel bad about it, though.  Possibly. 

    “And how about having the circulation in one foot cut off so thoroughly and so long that the necrotic tissue had to be regenerated?” 

    I had the pleasure of seeing his inner self wince.  Outwardly, he sipped at his champagne and lightly licked his lips as he tried to skewer me with his eyeballs.  I wasn’t worried.  In the latest rebuild of my rings, I added upgrades to my cloaking and disguise spells. In every way I could manage, my aura was that of a Perfectly Normal Human.  I went out of my way to make sure I was radiating on all frequencies and in all types of energy as a dead-average human being.  A close inspection might reveal it was a disguise, but it still wouldn’t reveal what was underneath. 

    Alden gave it a close inspection.  I don’t know how he saw things, or what things he saw, or even if it was a visual representation.  No matter what he sensed, he didn’t like it.  He used minions to investigate me, so he knew I wasn’t human.  He didn’t know what I was, only some things I definitely wasn’t. 

    “As I may have mentioned at the time,” he replied, softly, “I was not in an entirely reasonable state.  My… propensity for wrath is, perhaps, more of a weakness, a hindrance in achieving my goals, than I like.  Add to this the uncertainty of a new environment—a new time, in fact—and you’ll agree I was under enormous strain.” 

    We continued our stroll around the garden area and paused by the reflecting pool. 

    “Is that an apology?” 

    “If you like.” 

    “Under other circumstances, I would empathize,” I agreed.  “In retrospect, I must admit my own occasions of wrath have been marked by enough overkill to intimidate nations.  However, despite my reverence for logic and reason, I am not always a reasonable creature, myself.  In point of fact, I am not feeling terribly reasonable about the matter between us.” 

    “And so you come here to tell me this?” 

    “Among other things.” 

    “Oh?  Perhaps you intend to start a more direct conflict?” 

    “I’d rather not.  We’re here in a public venue.  To court attention here would be to reveal far too much of ourselves to individuals best left unenlightened.” 

    “Unenlightened,” he repeated.  “I take it you mean to include me in your derisive grouping of those present?  One uninitiated into the secret mysteries you possess and refuse to share?” 

    “Oh, this again.  Your temper—and mine, granted—have closed that door.” 

    “I believe I have offered to compromise.  In regard to that, I am prepared to make amends, if we can negotiate suitable terms.” 

    I did not fail to note the way one of the fingers around his champagne glass fluttered, drawing attention to the ring on his little finger.  It didn’t have a resizing enchantment, so it was the only finger he could wear it on.  The fact he wore my amulet, hidden under his priest outfit, was not lost on me. 

    “The less you point out to me the fact of your thefts, the better,” I told him.  As I spoke, something occurred to me.  He wore his rosary outside his shirt.  I’m not sure that’s kosher—if that’s the right term for a Catholic—or if it varies from universe to universe.  If it was a standard priest’s rosary, it would have a hundred and fifty beads of various sizes.  Most of his were still regular beads, but the largest ones were mostly replaced with the tektite glass. 

    If the glass acted as an amplifier for his psychic abilities, it suddenly seemed important to find out how much they amplified it, as well as whether they were additive or multiplicative.  Did each one give him one more point of psychic strength?  Or did each one increase his power by a percentage?  Did they increase only his own power, or did they function in series, raising it again after the previous bead’s amplification?  Was there an upper limit? 

    Maybe a better question was how much amplification did he already have?  He only had a couple back in Shasta.  Now he had close to one bead for every decade of his rosary, so… nearly fifteen? 

    I knew I should have studied psychic powers more. 

    And why did he suddenly have so many more?  In Shasta, he had a couple, but now he has several.  Online ordering, maybe?  Or just more tektites available because this world has had longer to find them? 

    I suddenly understand the impulse to pry the top of someone’s head off and suck out answers. 

    “Answer me this,” I suggested.  “I’m still not clear on why you want more spells.  You can already have anything you want.  You can ask for it, even insist.  And people give it to you.  What’s the point of magic?” 

    “All the things I cannot have,” he replied, darkly.  “There is something more than what I am, what I can do, and I want it.  I want the ability.  I want to be able to do things.  I want to grow, to expand my capabilities, develop them to the fullest.” 

    “You want power.” 

    “In a nutshell, yes.  There is more to it,” he added, smoothly.  “It isn’t simply power, as such.  It’s about the ability.  It’s about overcoming my limitations.  I am more than a flesh and blood man.  I am stronger.  Better.  And yet, I fall far short of what I feel I can be.” 

    “I commend you on your desire for self-improvement.” 

    “Self-discovery,” he corrected. 

    “Potayto, potahto.  I still view you as a nonhuman magpie and a thief.” 

    “If we can reach a compromise,” Alden went on, “when we conclude our arrangements I will be more than happy to return the artifacts in question.” 

    “Hostages to my good behavior?” 

    “Just as you hold everyone at this event as hostage to mine.” 

    I will not grind him into Spam.  I will not stuff him in a can.  I will not crush him with a ram.  I really do not like this man. 

    “While it is tempting,” I admitted, “to play a long game where we maneuver carefully around each other, seeking openings, a line of attack the other will not see until it is too late, and eventually discover who is the more elegant player of such games…” 

    “…you quite reasonably fear to lose such a game,” he stated, smirking, “knowing your own propensity for overreaction.” 

    “Look who’s talking, Mr. Frying Pan.” 

    “Afraid to face me?” 

    Grate him onto leg of lamb.  Stomp his eyeballs into jam.  Drop him off the highest dam.  I really do not like this man. 

    “You know what?” I asked, rhetorically, preparatory to continuing with I’m not going to even try to be subtle about killing you. 

    My immediate idea was to move, fast and sudden, and tackle him right over the edge.  We would hit six storeys down on one of the building’s setbacks.  With luck and some tendrils as we fell, I could control the fall.  Not only would he hit from six storeys up, but over five hundred pounds of angry vampire would land on top of him.  So what if we went through the roof and hit the next floor?  I was willing to bet I would recover first.  A snatch-and-fling for the rosary, followed by a chomp on one hand to remove the main spell-ring, and talons to peel off my amulet along with any bits of chest that cared to come along.  This would ruin the rest of his evening.  It would be a short evening, because I would then unscrew his head even if it took both hands. 

    On second thought, that was entirely too complicated.  Once we landed, beating my fist against his forehead until I hit whatever was under it should be sufficient.  Then I could worry about peeling off artifacts. 

    I was interrupted in this pleasant flash-forward of what was about to happen, however, by a lovely lady coming up from my right, opposite the reflecting pool. 

    “Gentlemen,” she offered, raising her own glass.  Ice clinked in amber fluid.  Alden and I both turned to her.  He raised his glass and I, lacking one, bowed slightly. 

    The lady was auburn-haired and blue-eyed.  Her initial appearance said mid-thirties, but I guessed her hair and makeup were professionally done.  She was probably closer to an exceptionally well-maintained fifty.  The dress was one of those fancy evening gowns, being quite curve-hugging while still having a fall of layered material.  The lady’s was done in red, somewhat darker than the traditional Lady in Red, but still a shade reminding me of blood.  Most reds do.  Her dress’s built-in shoulder drape was from her left shoulder to right hip. 

    “I do not believe we’ve been introduced,” she told me.  Alden started to say something, but checked himself to look at me with an expectant air. 

    “Jerry Dandrige,” I told the lady, “but my friends call me something else.  As soon as I have some friends, I’ll ask them what they call me.” 

    She smiled slightly, amused and a bit troubled. 

    “Alicia Marchbank,” she replied, and offered her hand.  Judging by how she held it, she expected me to kiss it, not shake it, so I did as required.  I can take a social cue when it’s whacked across my head. 

    “The pleasure is mine.” 

    “I do hope it is mutual,” she answered. 

    “I will do my very best.” 

    “Adam, have you been keeping my guest to yourself?” 

    “You know me,” he told her, smiling.  “Always looking for a contributor.” 

    “I do hope dear Adam hasn’t taken all your charity so early in the evening,” Alicia told me, taking my arm.  “We’re so hoping to secure it for our own little project,” she added as she led me away. 

    Alden remained by the pool.  He slugged back the rest of his champagne and glared after us.  I felt it rather than saw it.  He hated having our conversation interrupted.  Clearly, he had no idea what I was about to do.  I was somewhat annoyed, myself, as I really wanted to wipe the smirk off his face with pavement. 

    He could have diverted Ms. Marchbank with a thought, but he didn’t.  What does it mean when he doesn’t use his mind-control powers?  Why wouldn’t he?  Is he concerned about using them near me?  Would such a diversion of his attention make him vulnerable, somehow?  Or does he have energy limitations?  Can he be fatigued by his powers?  Or, on the other end of the psychic stick, are some people—Ms. Marchbank, perhaps—naturally hard to affect? 

    Hang on.  Two of the local vampires are present.  Are they the mind-controlling sorts?  Is he keeping a low profile, trying not to be noticed by them? 

    Damn it, I don’t know and have no good ways to find out!  Alden, presumably the mastermind behind Chuck and others, sent minions to test my capabilities.  I should figure out a way to return the favor. 

    “Tell me more about your project,” I suggested to Alicia.  I noticed her glass didn’t smell like whiskey.  I couldn’t detect any alcohol smell at all.  In fact, it smelled more like tea.  I doubted anyone else would notice.  The other vampires, maybe.  So, the hostess wasn’t drinking.  What did this tell me?  She remained clear-headed to attend to business, probably. 

    “There’s really very little more to tell.  We’re hoping to have every officer on the force wearing a bulletproof vest, but it takes time to buy so many.  Time and money, of course.” 

    “Most of the time is taken to get the money,” I guessed.  As we walked, I realized she wasn’t walking like a woman in heels.  Flats?  At a gala event?  It was a floor-length skirt, so she might get away with it.  Heels would also make her nearly six feet tall.  A woman looking a man in the eye while asking for money might be off-putting.  Better to be a little shorter to appeal to traditional masculine instinct. 

    “Well spotted.  While everyone agrees officers need the equipment to do their job, very few want to actually pay for it.” 

    “It sounds like a worthy cause.  I don’t bring my checkbook to these sorts of events, mostly to avoid impulse spending.  Do you have a number I can call?  I’ll get the details and have someone in the accounting office transfer funds.” 

    “Of course.  May I see your hand?” 

    I presented my left hand and she folded it gently in one of hers.  A passing waiter provided a pen.  She took rather longer to write the phone number on my palm than I thought was necessary, but she made sure to use big, clear numbers.  She lifted my hand and gently blew on the palm for several seconds, “to dry the ink.” 

    I’m not sure if she’s making a pass at me or if she’s being flirtatious to assure a good contribution.  I’m colorblind in that range. 

    “That’s my personal number.  Call anytime.” 

    Ah.  She’s making a pass at me.  Got it. 

    “Rest assured, lovely lady, I will not forget.” 

    “Such is my hope,” she said.  A younger man came up to us about then, a bit flushed, still holding his latest brandy, and stood before me.  He was almost my height and one of those lanky, effete sorts.  He reminded me of paintings of the Romantic poets.  He would have been perfect in a loose shirt with a froth of lace at his throat.  As it was, the tuxedo was almost perfect on him, but it was too tight.  By design, I think.  He might have been going for a tight-fitted look to emphasize the trim, lean build.  To me, he looked as though he’d outgrown his old tuxedo by a size. 

    “We haven’t met,” he stated, flatly, almost coldly.  “I’m Alonzo, Alicia’s escort.” 

    “A pleasure to meet you, Alonzo.  I’m Jerry.  How do you do?”  He ignored my proffered hand. 

    “I don’t recall your name on the guest list,” he accused, pointing one finger and a brandy at me. 

    “I am hurt to be so easily forgotten,” I told him, smiling. 

    “Produce your invitation!” he demanded. 

    “Alonzo!” Alicia snapped.  “Enough.” 

    “Oh, I haven’t even begun,” he replied, gesturing with a sharp, flat-handed movement.  “I abhor gate-crashers, especially when they monopolize your time!  There are a dozen other people, important people, who could be persuaded to be of material assistance.  And this,” he finished, with a tone that implied I might be more readily found on the sole of a shoe than in a tuxedo, “is drawing your attention away.” 

    Alicia’s expression never changed, but her grip on my arm tensed.  Her voice was steel and her eyes took on a harsh glitter. 

    “Alonzo,” she told him, quietly, “you’re being loud.  Smile.  Use your pleasant tones.” 

    “I’m not going to stand idle while this poseur—” he began, poking me in the chest with two fingers. 

    He broke off as I took hold of those two fingers with both hands.  One hand was to hide the fact the other was doing almost-terrible things to his.  The pain would double with every millimeter, up to and after the snapping sounds.  I stepped close and leaned forward for an intimate whisper.  His nostrils flared and his breath caught.  Ice rattled and clinked in the glass in his other hand. 

    “Ms. Marchbank would like to see you in private, since reprimanding you in public would cause a scene.  Either shut up and go, or scream in agony.” 

    His wide eyes never left mine.  I don’t know what he read in my expression.  I was trying to keep it neutral, cold, and completely without feeling. 

    Come to think of it, that may be exactly what he saw. 

    With no help in my expression, he looked at Ms. Marchbank.  I glanced her way and saw one of the coldest smiles I’ve ever seen.  It could chill a drink at a hundred paces.  It could make a subordinate’s blood run cold.  It did one of the two. 

    I released Alonzo’s hand as though we had only traded handshakes.  This let me step out of the line of frost. 

    “That won’t be necessary,” she said, about me but to Alonzo.  “We had so many last-minute changes to the guest list, I’m not surprised you’ve slipped Alonzo’s mind.  Alonzo, perhaps you would be good enough to go to the office and hunt for the latest list?  The paper copy, not the digital one.” 

    “What, now?” 

    “Now,” she ordered.   

    “But that’s all the way—” 

    “Please.”  It was a command to go away.  From her tone and their traded looks, she wasn’t interested in the list at all.  Fetching the actual list would be a mistake.  I had no doubt he would consult it, if only to make sure I wasn’t on it, but whether he brought it up later would depend on how much he liked his job. 

    Alonzo shot me a murderous look, but he went.  I was not sorry to see him go. 

    “That was very well done,” Alicia told me. 

    “He was being an ass.  While I’m on the subject, I should also admit I wasn’t invited.” 

    “If you’re prepared to make a substantial donation to my charity works, I don’t see the problem.  You can be gallant without actually making a scene, have money you’re willing to share, and are very easy on the eyes.  I’m prepared to allow you all sorts of liberties, Jerry.  May I call you ‘Jerry’?” 

    “Of course you may.” 

    “Excellent,” she chuckled.  “May I tempt you to a drink?” 

    “Sadly, no.  Alcohol and my medication don’t mix well.” 

    “Oh?” she asked, clearly inviting me to explain, but not actually asking.  Very polite.  Fortunately, I came prepared. 

    “I’m still recovering from an eye operation.  I’m told there’s a slim chance alcohol could cause retinal bleeding or even detachment.  You’ll see me stare at things or people while I’m trying to focus, sometimes.  I’m told it’ll pass in a week or two.” 

    “Can you see me?” 

    “Clearly, as long as you’re quite close, Ms. Marchbank.” 

    “I’ll come as close as necessary,” she assured me, taking my arm and coming much closer than necessary.  “My friends call me ‘Alicia.’  I do hope we’re going to be great friends.” 

    “Alicia,” I agreed.  “Never ‘Alice’?” 

    “Only to intimate friends, Jerry,” she murmured.  I patted her hand.  She squeezed my biceps in return and raised an eyebrow at me. 

    “I’m not a big man, but I stay in shape.” 

    “So I see,” she replied, almost purred. 

    Well, this is a complication.  How does this sort of thing even happen?  I don’t get it.  Rather, I get it surprisingly often.  I guess I fit a niche as far as taste is concerned, rather than being broadly appealing.  They say there’s someone for everyone. 

    Unfortunately for Alicia, Alonzo wasn’t wrong.  Her hostess duties demanded the lioness’ share of her attentions.  This left me to my own devices soon enough.  Alden and I managed to be unattached at the same time and found our way to what was probably a small cocktail table.  I’d call it a lamp stand.  It wasn’t meant to sit at.  It was tall and barely big enough to put down a tiny plate of snacks and a drink while people stood around it to talk. 

    “Where were we?” he asked, smiling only with his mouth. 

    I surveyed the room with care as I answered. 

    “Standing and talking, only now we have an eavesdropper.” 

    Nobody reacted.  My primary focus was on looking for sudden shifts in the auras of the two vampires.  The humans weren’t likely to have powers capable of picking up on our conversation.  I would have noticed anyone not human. 

    “No, I take it back,” I went on.  “I don’t think anyone is listening.” 

    “Neither do I.” 

    “Good.” 

    “Let me begin by suggesting we both apologize.” 

    “I don’t have anything to apologize for,” I retorted. 

    “Neither do I, but we must at least attempt the social niceties if we are to move on.  If we can reach a level of civility, or at least détente, we can explore mutually beneficial arrangements.  Isn’t that enough reason to forego plans forged in the heat of our first meetings?” 

    “I’ve considered it,” I said, after a pause.  He sipped at his champagne again and nodded, gesturing for me to continue.  “We don’t like each other very much.  Granted, this may be from our initial encounters.  I think you started it—you were clearly in the wrong to investigate me and invade my home.  You disagree.  Also, you think you were no more than a bit overzealous in stringing me up, but you had a sudden opportunity and you took it.  As for physically damaging me after the initial blow, it wasn’t malice, merely practicality.  Am I with you so far?  Have I got it wrong in any respect?” 

    “I believe you’ve stated the situation reasonably fairly.” 

    “Good, good.  With this established, I can also add I don’t think I’d like you even if we initially met under more social circumstances.” 

    “May I ask why?” 

    “I directly alter the free will of people only as a last resort.  I hate it.  It rubs me the wrong way, kind of like combing a cat from tail to head.  I may not give someone pleasant choices, sometimes, but they’re free to die for their beliefs if it suits them.  I don’t casually uninstall their beliefs and plug in new ones to suit me.  I find it disgusting if not outright abhorrent. 

    “This fact alone means I can go ahead and tell you I don’t like you and don’t want to have anything to do with you.  Moreover, your mind-controlled zombie hordes disgust me.  You may therefore wish to remove your observers.  I find them offensive.  And offending me further will cost you dearly.” 

    “Do you recall the last time you threatened me?” he asked, finally.  “Do you recall how it turned out?” 

    “Vividly.  But can you afford not to take me seriously?” 

    “I always take you seriously.  But what’s the point of knowing your vulnerable spots if I don’t get to poke them?  Surely, there are things you value more than hoarding knowledge?  Cooperate and you would lose none of your knowledge—as you could lose so very much else, forever and for always.” 

    “The point of not poking the dragon is survival,” I suggested, coldly.  It was easy to be cold.  He implied he knew where I was vulnerable.  He might know a few of my vulnerabilities, but the only one to concern me was Phoebe. 

    “Come, now,” he said, smiling, exuding charm and charisma like flipping a switch.  “The young lady, for example.  She could serve as a preliminary, proof that I can copy knowledge without harming the owner.” 

    We were indoors, much too far from the balcony edge.  The impulse was there, again, to see who would cope better with the sudden stop after the fall. 

    “While she clearly has some knowledge of her own,” he went on, “I have no desire to be an apprentice to an apprentice.  What I want to know, I wish to gain from the master.  Surely, you don’t think I would further jeopardize the limited civility of our present relations by doing anything so foolish as to incur her ire?  Quite the contrary.  I could spend quite a while encouraging her to like me.” 

    “Was that a subtle way of saying you’d enjoy altering her thinking until she was willing to teach you anything she knows?  Or just that you’d enjoy seducing her?” 

    Alden’s half-smile was no answer.  He sipped his champagne again before replying. 

    “Your daughter is the only person who knows how to reach you.  While chatting with her is always a pleasant diversion, I’d prefer to have a direct line, if I might.  And conversations in venues such as this can be so limiting.” 

    “And I think as long as you need Phoebe in order to reach me, it’s damn hard to do anything to her.  I’m certain it’s crossed your mind.  Nevertheless, you think if she’s your hostage, I might allow you to read my memories of my magical training.  Or, failing that, you can take by force whatever you can wrest from her memories, add it to your own store of knowledge, and then come after mine.” 

    “Is that what I think?” 

    I met his eyes and smiled. 

    “I don’t have to be psychic to know that much.  But there are things I do not know, it’s true.  Likewise, there are things you do not.” 

    “Such as?” 

    “Any move against her would also precipitate your immediate demise.” 

    “You wound me,” he said, and sipped at his champagne.  “Besides,” he added, softly, “she could prove a valuable ally in such a conflict, could she not?” 

    “Not really.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “As you mentioned, she is an apprentice.  I am the master.” 

    “Granted,” he agreed, nodding.  “Yet, she has some idea of your capabilities.” 

    “True, but she can’t do most of what I can.  Nor can she defend against it.  But you haven’t heard my best threat,” I pointed out. 

    “Oh, this ought to be interesting.” 

    “I think so.  You’re aware I despise the idea of mind control.” 

    “You’ve made it clear.” 

    “I consider it a fate worse than death.  To take away someone’s ability to choose for themselves is a form of living hell.  Death is literally a better thing.” 

    “If you say so.” 

    “I do.  And, with this thought, you should be aware I’ve taken steps to safeguard Phoebe’s mind and life.  If anything interferes with either, something awful will happen to you.” 

    “Do I dare ask?” he inquired, mockingly. 

    “How daring do you feel?” 

    “All right,” he chuckled.  “I’ll go along.  What awful thing will happen to me?” 

    “Me.” 

    He smirked and shook his head. 

    “You persist in thinking I have not consolidated my position and power.” 

    “Here and now, yes.  I don’t doubt it.  But you’ve already forgotten my power.” 

    “I’m listening.” 

    “I am a murdering bastard with almost no regard for human life.  Phoebe is about the only thing anyone can say for certain I care about.  There are consequences to breaking the heart of a murdering bastard.  Agreed?” 

    “I believe I can agree with you on that,” he allowed.  “I don’t agree they necessarily apply to me, but I will allow you your arrogant assumption.  What is the second thing?” 

    “I travel in time.” 

    “I’m aware.  To be frank, it’s one of the primary reasons I want what you know.” 

    “Have you given any thought as to what it means to be a time traveler?” 

    “Much.” 

    “Not enough, given your insolent attitude.” 

    “Oh?  You think I should be more deferential?” 

    “No, I think you should be on your knees, licking my shoes, begging for your life.  You’re simply too ignorant to realize it.” 

    I could see the flash of his eyes, but he restrained himself. 

    “I do not appreciate being—” he began. 

    “Do you know how hard it would be to track down your mother?” 

    He broke off, confused at the non sequitur.  Finally, he shrugged. 

    “Difficult, but not impossible.  What of it?  I never knew my mother.  I would have thought trying to threatening her was beneath even you.” 

    “Oh?  She’s dead?” 

    “She died giving birth to me.  You should know that.”  He cocked his head slightly.  “Unless?  Yes!  Your father was the mortal!  I knew it!” 

    “As may be, your mother was mortal.” 

    “So?” 

    “She’s dead now.  Today.” 

    “Again, so?” 

    “Which brings us back to the fact I’m a murdering bastard who can travel in time.  Touch Phoebe and I will know it.  I will go back in time to rip you from your mother’s womb.  She will live long enough to watch as your wet, unformed body dies on a hot rock.  Whatever is left of you will make good spell components, so it’s already a temptation I’m trying to resist.” 

    I saw him think about it.  I saw the exact moment when he realized the implications.  I’m pretty sure I saw the moment when he wondered if he would feel it, and if it would hurt.  His eyes blazed with a cold light. 

    “You’re bluffing,” he stated.  I met his gaze with my best black-eyed nothing stare.  “You’re not bluffing,” he said, more quietly.  I refrained from smiling.  “And you have the nerve to think of me as a monster,” he added.  “What does that make you?” 

    “I never claimed not to be a monster,” I corrected.  “I only said I despise you.  If a monster despises another monster, what does that imply?  And with that thought, I will leave you.  Do enjoy the party.” 

    I felt his eyes burning into my back all the way to the door. 

      

    Bronze and I did a slow cruise through the evening streets.  I was kind of hoping to be followed.  But no, nobody pursued us.  In retrospect, why should they?  There were homeless people lurking on almost every street.  If they were part of Alden’s network, they were better than traffic cameras.  People doing illegal things look for cameras and avoid them.  Nobody looks at someone trying to sleep in a doorway. 

    Since Alden already knew where Phoebe lived, going there was no big deal.  Keeping my own little apartment unknown, however, meant I had to be circumspect. 

    On the way, I talked with Firebrand. 

    “What did you think?” 

    I think he believes you.  Your threat fit in well with what he already thinks he knows. 

    “He thinks I’m a time traveler.  I simply pointed out one potential application.” 

    Exactly. 

    “Will it be good enough to keep him from bothering Phoebe?” 

    I don’t know.  If she’s coming after him, he’ll have to find other ways to stop her.  My guess is killing her or taking over her mind are pretty much off the table.  But there is one key point you missed, Boss. 

    “What’s that?” 

    What if he decides to settle for what Phoebe knows? 

    “I don’t follow.” 

    The key to this threat is you will do something.  What if he decides you’re too dangerous?  He might simply decide to kill you out of hand—if he can—and so be free of your threat.  Then he can do anything he wants, but he’ll have to settle for whatever knowledge—whatever power—he can get out of Phoebe. 

    “Hmm.” 

    You need to be less of a target. 

    “And how do you suggest I go about doing that?” 

    Wear your armor? 

    “Not around here.” 

    Then I got nothing, Boss. 

    “So much for draconic cleverness.” 

    Dragons are cunning, not clever. 

    “What’s the difference?” 

    I’m not sure. 

    “Oh, you’re just bags of help.” 

    I’m just a humble killing implement, not a brain-scanning oracle.  My expertise lies in other areas. 

    “Ha!” 

    Ha? 

    “You’re anything but humble.” 

    True, but only because I’m so awesome. 

      

    Phoebe still wasn’t home when we arrived.  Bronze flipped down the sun visor to present me with a key card.  I had to feed it into the post by the driveway and punch in a code—oddly enough, Bronze knew it—to get the garage door to open.  I liked the fact there was no wireless entry code to be intercepted and copied.  Was that Phoebe’s idea or Jason’s? 

    Bronze parked downstairs.  I was about to put a shifter spell on one corner of the garage, but Phoebe already had something there.  I examined it and discovered it was a shift-space frame.  It wouldn’t allow someone to fire it up and leave, but it made an ideal target to aim for in coming here. 

    Phoebe isn’t fully qualified on gate spells, but she’s got the idea.  I added a bit more to her spells and Bronze parked in the space.  She vanished into the garage in Iowa.  From there, she could get to Tauta by herself.   

    Firebrand I kept on hand.  There was a house to search and Firebrand is useful in more ways than one. 

    Nobody.  The place was empty.  Excellent.  I had some words with Zeno and went back down to the basement.  Bronze could use another way in and out of Phoebe’s world and Phoebe already had it halfway constructed. 

      

    Phoebe came home in those hours where it’s either immensely late or too darn early.  I detected a whiff of smoke about her, but it was subtle.  I doubt anyone else would have noticed. 

    “How did it go?” I asked. 

    “I could ask the same of you,” she said, heading into the kitchen. 

    “My evening went well.  Went out, met some people, let them live, traded some threats, gave to charity, came home.  That sort of thing.  How about you?” 

    “Oh, it was all right.”  She opened a cold bottle of water, drank half of it, and ran the side of the bottle against her face.  “It was busy.  Modern electronic finance happens in a lot of ways, but sometimes cash is the best way.  Sort of.” 

    “Sort of?” 

    “Cash is generally paper.  Paper burns.  An account can be hacked, but there are ways to make an insurance claim or otherwise recover some of it.  Losing a pile of cash in a fire is generally your own problem.” 

    “Seems reasonable.  Why didn’t you steal the cash?” 

    “Pop, I’m sure I can work out an actual gate spell and get it to go off.  It’s a project, though, not something I do casually like some people I could mention.” 

    “I don’t do them casually.” 

    “That’s worse.  You make it look casual.  It takes me hours, at best, and I wouldn’t trust it on the first try.  Stealing a cargo container full of cash off the deck of a ship at dock isn’t something I feel I can accomplish without unacceptable risk.” 

    “That’s fair.  At least the bad guys don’t have it.  It might even be good for the world’s economy.  Reducing inflation by a fraction of a percent.  Offset the tendency of governments to rev up the printing machines.  And like that.” 

    “Maybe.”  She settled and slouched in another chair, still pressing the water bottle to her cheek. 

    “You all right?” 

    “Just a little overheated.  The ship was on fire when we left and I haven’t had a good chance to really cool down.” 

    I fetched her a damp washcloth, another bottle of water, and a fan.  She sighed and leaned back, relaxing. 

    “Feeling better?” 

    “Just what I needed.” 

    “What happened to your temperature regulator?” 

    “It wasn’t designed for running through burning diesel fuel.  It helped a lot, though, and I’m glad I had it.” 

    “I’m not going to ask.” 

    “Are you sure?” 

    “Yep.  I’m going to sit here and fan you with my ears, but I won’t ask.” 

    “Maybe you can flap something else.  Tell me about your evening.” 

    “I did.” 

    “No, you gave me a quick summary.  You met people?  Made threats?  Charity?” 

    “I met Alden at a party.  I threatened him with terrible, gruesome horrors.  And I met a very nice lady who wanted money to buy stuff for the local police.  Zeno found her charity and transferred some money.  Zeno!” 

    “Yes, sir!” 

    “How much did we give the charity?” 

    “You didn’t specify, sir, so I gave them approximately ten percent of their goal:  One million dollars.” 

    “Was that their goal or the ten percent?” 

    “The ten percent, sir!” 

    “Thank you, Zeno.  That will be all.” 

    Zeno fell silent and Phoebe chuckled. 

    “What’s funny?” I asked. 

    “She must have been a very nice lady.” 

    “She asked nicely.” 

    “Is that why you have a phone number written on your hand?” 

    “Maybe.” 

    “Does Papa have a girlfriend?” 

    “Doubtful.” 

    “Too bad.  At least Velina will be relieved.” 

    “Velina?” 

    “Never mind.  Are you going to call her?  Who is she?” 

    “Alicia Marchbank.  I don’t know much about her.  And no, I don’t plan to call her.  I have things to do in Tauta.” 

    “Oh?” 

    “Yes.  There’s a lot going on there.  Besides, if I’m in Tauta, you’ll get a lot more done here relative to my own time scale.  It’ll keep me from gnawing my fingernails to the wrists.” 

    “Poor Pop.  I’m sorry you’re going to worry about me.” 

    “You won’t worry for yourself?” 

    “I worry about me just fine, Pop.  I know I’ve got a big bite to chew, but I’m confident.  If I take my time, investigate thoroughly, plan in depth, and take nothing for granted, I think I can do this.  I wouldn’t ask to have it as my personal project if I didn’t.” 

    “Well, I don’t like it.  I respect it, but I don’t like it.” 

    “I didn’t expect you to like it,” she admitted, “but I do appreciate how you believe in me enough to let me do it.” 

    Her words hit me in the face like a frying pan—a simile I use with some exactness. 

    I believe in her. 

    It’s true, I’ve gone to some lengths to assure myself of her continued survival, freedom, health, and comfort.  I’ve given her all the gifts I can think of and some she came up with.  I’ve even asked my own pocket deity to keep a not-quite-all-seeing eye on her.  Do I like the fact she’s deliberately doing dangerous things?  I do not.  But I do believe she’s an astoundingly capable foe for anyone to face. 

    Come to think of it, I wouldn’t want her hunting me.  I’m pretty sure I’d win, but it’s not certain.  Phoebe is clever.  I would have to take her seriously as an enemy. 

    Can she take Alden?  That is, can she inflict on him whatever punishment she’s decided on?  Assuming she’s decided.  She may just be out to make his life miserable until he mends his ways.  I haven’t asked, and I shan’t.  It’s her personal quest, not mine, and I hate it. 

    Can she do it?  She might.  I’d say she’s likely to succeed.  It won’t be easy or safe, but I’ve done what I can think to do, and she’s still thinking about new plans.  It’s true she could get killed, but she can get killed crossing the street, or in a subway train derailment, or even standing too close to a terrorist bomb. 

    I don’t like those facts, either, but I live with them because they are facts.  And Phoebe will do as Phoebe chooses.  All I can do is… is… 

    Dammit, this parenting thing just gets harder and harder as they get older. 

    “If you need me,” I told her, “shout.” 

    “Oh, believe you me, I will!” 

    “Which reminds me.”  I produced the necklace and presented it to her.  She took it in both hands and examined it.  She frowned for several seconds, then grinned. 

    “It’s an emergency alarm?” 

    “Yep.” 

    “So, rub the lamp and the genie appears?” 

    “I’m hardly a genie.  I don’t grant wishes.” 

    “You don’t?” 

    “What makes you think I can do that?” 

    “Nevermind.  Thanks, Pop.”  She immediately put it on.  “I’ll keep it on me.” 

    “I’ll sleep better knowing you’re wearing it.” 

    “You don’t sleep.” 

    “It’s an expression.” 

    “So it is.  Anything I can do to help in Tauta?” 

    “If I think of anything, I’ll let you know.  You have your life to live.  You can’t be chasing after me to help with mine all the time.” 

    Phoebe’s lips twitched as she suppressed both a smile and a comment.  She changed her mind about what to say half a dozen times before she committed. 

    “Very true, Pop.  You go do your thing.  Go save the world, or the Empire, or your valley, or something.  I’ll be here if you need me.” 

    “Thank you.  I’m glad to know I have backup if I need it.” 

    “And Pop?” 

    “Yes, Phoebe?” 

    “Remember something.” 

    “What is it?” 

    “I love you, Pop.” 

    “I never forget it, not for a single second of my life.  I love you, too, Punkin.” 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 21st Day of Goloskir 

      

    So, here I am in the valley, lurking around the place and trying to figure out what sort of mood I’m in.  There’s a lot of worry, but that almost goes without saying.  There’s a lot of doubt and second-guessing, too.  Anybody surprised at that?  Not me!  This is the majority of what I’m feeling, and it’s like floating on an ocean.  It’s vast and deep and has a lot of ups and downs and sometimes makes me feel a little sick. 

    There’s something else, though.  It took me a while to figure it out, but I think I know what it is.  Phoebe is—whether I like it or not, whether I accept it or not—a grown woman.  I’ve done my best for her, which is awesomely great in some respects and pitifully inadequate in others.  Now she’s on her own-ish. 

    I think I’m having trouble adjusting to the thought she doesn’t need her old man anymore. 

    It doesn’t help that everyone I know has something to do, or is feeling stable, or otherwise doesn’t need me.  I don’t know why this should bother me.  I worked hard to be unnecessary. 

    Maybe I should rephrase that.  I worked hard so nobody I know would need me.  Now I’ve almost got to that point and I’m not sure it’s what I really wanted. 

    Be careful what you wish for. 

    What can I do?  Is there anything I can do to help? Hazir has his plans for the Council of Law next month.  My altar ego has his dynamos spinning merrily.  I still have Rethven-fixing research to do, but I have to finish stabilizing Tauta. 

    Come to think of it, there are a bunch of wizards trying to find Rahýfel.  They should have some results by now.  At least I think so.  I really only wanted them occupied and out of mischief, so throwing money at the problem seemed reasonable.  Now I wonder if they can find him.  It can be harder than you think to locate someone who doesn’t want to be found. 

    “Hey, Uncle Dusty.” 

    I do wish you wouldn’t call me that. 

    “I’ll try to remember.  Any word on Rahýfel?” 

    No. 

    “Can you find him through the celestial power flow?” 

    It’s not my power flow, he pointed out.  It’s the God of Wizards’ power flow.  I can see what’s happening to the God of Wizards and infer the rest. 

    “Oh.  So, do you have any idea where Rahýfel is?” 

    Nope.  Sorry.  All I can tell you for sure is he’s still drawing power. 

    “It’s not that big a deal, I suppose.  We were hoping he could be a propaganda channel or something—he could have been useful.  As it is, how will it affect us if he self-destructs or involuntarily ascends?” 

    Hmm.  I could feel him thinking it over, working through worst-case scenarios. 

    It’ll be unpleasant for the God of Wizards, he decided.  It’s a shame.  I kind of like him.  He’s the closest thing I have to a friend. 

    “He’s smart enough for that?” 

    Okay, he’s more like a pet.  If he was smarter, he could tell me where to find Rahýfel by following his power drain.  Even if it all goes wrong, I don’t see it being too bad for us.  I’d rather have the most intelligent of the gods helping me out, but if I have to help whatever is left of him hide from the jungle predators and recuperate from a quasi-avatar implosion, he’ll owe me a favor.  I’d say we could wind up better allies.  Master of Secrets and the God of Wizards seems a natural alliance.  If we can stay uneaten, we’ll probably be okay. 

    “Excellent!  And did the celestial version have any comment about being in a containment matrix to cut Rahýfel off?  I’m pretty sure we can manage it, now.” 

    Yes, he did.  He didn’t really say anything, but his feelings on the subject were definite. 

    “Ah.  He didn’t like the idea?” 

    That’s one way to put it.  A very mild way. 

    “I see.  While we’re on the subject of gods, have you had a chance to think over and do the math on the forced evolution idea?  The slightly out-of-tune divinity dynamo plan, I mean.” 

    I have.  And I’m convinced the theory is sound. 

    “That’s great!  I recall we discussed it.  Now you have more dynamo farms and yourself as an example.  With this data, can you extrapolate?” 

    It’s not practical, but it’s possible. 

    “I suspected as much,” I sighed.  “Are you going to have any problems with the elemental deities in their formative years?” 

    Not now.  If I can keep on a steady diet like this, I’ll probably be able to act like an older brother to most of them, much as I am with the God of Wizards.  I may not be the ruler of a pantheon, but all I’m after is to establish some civilized rules instead of a god-eat-god, kill-or-be-killed anarchy. 

    “Anything I can do to help?” 

    Not that I can think of.  Why? 

    “Because I need something to do.” 

    Uh-oh. 

    “Things are finally starting to settle down and sort out, and I’m about to start seriously thinking of angel containment, prisoners for experiments, and so on.  The big, dangerous projects.  The anticipation is killing me.” 

    You need a distraction. 

    “You think?” 

    Leisel would love for you to distract her, he suggested. 

    “I wouldn’t mind, but I’m also afraid I wouldn’t be as focused as I should be.” 

    Hmm.  I think we’re all doing our own things here, in Tauta.  Is there anything you can do for Phoebe? 

    “I already gave Alden an insoluble dilemma.  The way I see it, he has no choice but to accept the lesser of two evils.” 

    I see. 

    “On the other hand,” I mused, “Phoebe did ask for logistical help.  Supplies, equipment, financing, those sorts of things.  Not actual help help, but background help.” 

    And does she have everything you want her to have?  Or everything she needs? 

    I cracked my knuckles and smiled.  I’m still needed! 

    “Not yet.”

  


   
    Tauta, 1st Day of Palasniskir 

      

    Phoebe seems to be doing well.  She hasn’t yelled for me in a non-emergency way and she hasn’t set off her emergency crystal.  I’ve tried to avoid nosing into her affairs, but I do occasionally ask my altar ego how she’s doing.  He says she’s doing fine and I’m trying like hell to accept that as an adequate answer. 

    I really hope Phoebe isn’t avoiding calling the way Leisel did.  She’s allowed to call me whenever she wants, even if it’s just to chat.  She knows it.  I know she knows.  I’m certain of it.  Almost certain of it.  Pretty sure, anyway.  At least I think she does. 

    Gus, at least, has no qualms about coming to visit.  I set it up so he could use the house in Iowa, Phoebe’s places, or here almost as easily as walking through a doggie door.  He doesn’t see any problems with Phoebe’s activities, aside from the fact she doesn’t play with him enough.  I do what I can to help him out.  At least Gus gives me the impression he needs me. 

    Overall, I’ve been trying to keep busy.  One aspect of keeping busy is to sit and think about what Phoebe might need.  By failing to prepare, one prepares to fail.  I don’t like failing her.  So I thought, took action, thought some more, and kept repeating the process.  A lot. 

    I’ve grabbed stuff from various timelines, ranging from the year 1800 to… uh… considerably later.  There are now several well-hidden safe houses, hideouts, and outright bunkers on her current world.  The more elaborate ones can function as temporary bases of operation.  These have as good a hospital bed as I know how to make.  The smaller ones are places to hide, eat something, and have a nap. 

    As for magical equipment, the list is long.  I built a workshop in Reactor World #7—my altar ego calls it #2, but it’s at the end of the time-ticker chain, so it’s #7 to me.  The workshop has a plasma furnace, a variety of anvils, a collection of crystals, dozens of hammers, and an Ascension Sphere.  Oh, and there’s a handy thorium reactor nearby if I feel the need to forge an item in nuclear fire. 

    Yes, I have some ideas.  No, I’m not going to share. 

    It’s also a world where my altar ego has a power source.  On most other worlds, his power has to be imported across interuniversal lines, which costs some of it.  Here, if he has to, he can direct the full celestial output of a nuclear power plant into a local miracle.  Zapping celestial energies into something is still experimental, an offshoot of my angel containment experiments.  So far, I’m pleased with our results. 

    My stockpile of peculiar devices is growing. 

    I feel I can now easily meet any need Phoebe is likely to have.  As for unlikely events, we can probably work something out.  I may not have thought of everything, but I thought of an awful lot.  And, since I’m about to start angel-dissection experiments, I thought an awful lot about what would happen if I did them wrong. 

    In the event of my untimely demise, I’ve made new arrangements.  I made one hell of a lot of stuff.  If I’m not around anymore, Phoebe will have access to it. 

    Once I was done thinking and building and stealing, I gave some attention to the valley again—with occasional detours to add “just one more thing” to the Phoebe list. 

    The elevators, cave-harbor, and waterways are complete. 

    Bridgefort is a full-on fortification, now. 

    The piece of mountain blocking the line of sight beyond the bridge is now carved away.  Most of the stone became the backside of Bridgefort Castle.  The castle might be a little larger than the architect planned.  I elaborated a little.  It’s basically what he envisioned, but with a bigger budget.  He’s still not overjoyed with me. 

    The road from the bridge to Spogeyzer is practically a highway.  The road from Spogeyzer to Sarashda is now a road.  Not a great road, I admit, but it’s not a rutted track through mud.  It’s stone the whole way.  Now rain is a good thing; it washes mud off the road!  No more innocent-looking puddles concealing flooded pits! 

    I hate those. 

    I’ve also done some improvements—both civil and military—to the Pass of Zyran.  I anticipate a bunch of hostile people marching through the pass.  The Pass still doesn’t have a road, as such, but every day it’s slightly better than the day before.  Maybe I’m wrong about troops marching south through the pass, but I’ve had time on my hands. 

    There used to be a track from the Pass of Zyran to the village of Spogeyzer.  If a bunch of angry people come for us, they won’t be tempted to go south to Sarashda, then up again.  The track is now what the locals would call a road.  With luck, Sarashda won’t be tempting as a target. 

    Yes, I would much rather have them come up to Bridgefort and try to break in.  It’s a type of warfare I understand.  It’s bloody and brutal and all-out, not this ceremonial dancing around crap. 

    Every warrior in my valley is well-armed and armored.  They’re also working themselves into something of a lather.  When I’m not doing anything else, I’m either enchanting something for them or I’m on the practice field.  I haven’t been keeping my fighting skills honed to a fine edge like I should.  I’ve improved a lot.  No, I take that back.  I’ve gotten back into top form after slacking off for over a decade.  I’m not sure anyone else has noticed.  Their attention has been taken up by a lot of aches and pains. 

    I’ve also been teaching classes on how to do a basic healing spell.  They’re getting better. 

    Regardless, if the Mazhani comes out to practice, they do.  I didn’t ask them to, but that seems to be the attitude.  I’m not sure if it’s a loyalty thing, or if they’re trying to make a point about warriors versus rulers, or if they think it’s an honor to get hammered on by one of the gods, or what.  Going from the usual warmeet-only practice to every day has been hard on them, but it’s also shown good results. 

    This is something I can teach.  I have no qualms about hitting them. 

    I’ve also taken the older warriors aside and had a little talk.  No more monsters.  Not until after things settle down. 

    “In the meantime, I can restore you to your fighting prime—temporarily.  After the war, if there is one, you’ll return to your present age and can go monster-hunting again.  Is that fair?” 

    It’s more than fair, apparently.  A chance to be as fast and as strong as they ever were in their youth?  Even if it’s just for a week, or a month, or half a year?  Sign me up and point me in the right direction!  —and, just to be clear, can we get this sort of treatment along with a monster?  Maybe.  We’ll revisit this after the war, okay? 

    I’ve had complaints from the younger warriors about me unfairly blessing the older ones with the power of the gods.  My answer?  No.  The old ones are only temporarily young again, not blessed beyond their own mortal powers.  They’re just better than you, so use this as an opportunity to learn from them. 

    Partly, they took my advice.  Partly, they were determined to show they were just as good as the old farts.  This, too, has been beneficial to their skills.  Pride can be quite a motivator, especially when it’s wounded. 

    My altar ego and I sorted out a bunch of visions and divine revelations and other sorts of dreams.  Dozens of clergy have had it explained to them how the New Gods is the correct way, while the dogmatic Old Gods is not.  Whether they listened or not is a valid question. 

    I pointed out how magical sendings could be mistaken for divine revelations, and vice-versa.  We did the dreams anyway.  Repeated dreams caused the clergy to consult wizards for magical defenses against magical sendings.  When the dreams continued, this reinforced the fact the dreams were miraculous in nature.  Therefore, legitimate messages from the gods. 

    He’s insufferably pleased with himself. 

    Today, though, I thought I’d get to do something more directly useful.  It’s the first of the month, and the first day of the Council of Law.  Hazir and his buddy Enesh stepped into Sarashda to start politicking at the Council of Law.  I was all set to go with them.  Turns out I’m not supposed to go.  It would make people even more upset and expose me to opportunistic assassination. 

    I’m an incarnate deity on this plane of existence, as well as the unquestioned ruler of a House and a region.  And I’m not allowed to risk myself by making a public appearance at a place where the Imperial Council of Law meets.  This seems paradoxical to me.  I find it inconvenient and uncomfortable. 

    On the other hand, the meetings are public.  Leisel won’t let me go, but there’s nothing to stop me from scrying on the place!  It’s even encouraged, as I understand it.  The wizards scry on every Council of Law and charge for selling the news.  It’s like a bunch of journalists and camera crews on the political beat, scrambling for the top scoop of the day.  I can watch all I want. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 3rd Day of Palasniskir 

      

    Okay, maybe I don’t want to be at the Council of Law. 

    I’ve been sitting by the sand table and watching the proceedings.  Every morning, they start off with ritual prayers from the setestri, invoking the Old Gods.  It’s a secular meeting, but it’s steeped in tradition.  Once the priests are done with their ceremonial chanting and handwaving and the animal sacrifice, the politicians take the floor and are downright obstinate about keeping it. 

    I may have mentioned this before, but there’s a saying I’m fond of.  It’s along the lines of, “Anybody who loves the law or sausages should watch neither being made.” 

    Thing is, I don’t see how anyone can watch the law being made.  It tends to make people fall asleep.  Oh, sure, there are moments of shouting and argument and pointed fingers and more shouting.  Thing is, they’re generally screaming at each other about some minor point in an obscure law with almost enough relevance to be considered only mildly insignificant.  They’re moaning and wailing and carrying on about things I don’t understand and fervently hope I will never have to. 

    Maybe it’s a good thing I didn’t go.  It would be embarrassing to fall asleep in the middle of a shouting match. 

    This leaves me with two problems.  First, I want to watch when Hazir announces he’s the heir to House Lucard.  Second, I’m running out of things to do in La Mancha. 

    I’ve completed most of the projects on hand.  If I get bored enough, I’m going to have to find another major project for the valley. 

    Oh, damn it!  I just realized.  I have a month of this to look forward to! 

    No.  No, no, no.  I better find something to do. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 5th Day of Palasniskir 

      

    Okay, I have a plan.  I’ve been practicing with the warriors, fighting most of the day.  They get to take it in shifts, so I get a lot of work done.  Unfortunately for them, I regenerate overnight and I’m ready to go again in the morning.  They have to heal naturally, aside from generalized healing spells.  This makes overnight recuperation—with adequate food and water—about the equivalent of a two-day rest.  Usually, this is sufficient.  Sometimes, there are accidents which inflict more serious damage. 

    So I built a hospital.  It seemed fair.  It’s an automated thing with some fairly sophisticated spells.  As long as you’re on a bed—well, a slab—the spells on it will try to eliminate viruses, reduce your bacterial infection, close your wounds, and knit your bones.  I don’t have anything to automatically try and re-grow missing bits, but the month is young.  On the upside, if your eye is damaged but still there, it should get better. 

    It’s not perfect.  Most healing magic works best under supervision, with intelligent direction.  This is adequate to most routine injuries and diseases, so people seem quite pleased with them.  I know the warriors are.  When a dozen of them lie down in the hospital, they groan and sigh and stretch out—and get up again in a couple of hours.  It’s not like they’ve got any real injuries, the big babies. 

    Now the major question is whether or not I can keep myself occupied for the rest of the month. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 17th Day of Palasniskir 

      

    Maybe this month won’t be as boring as I thought.  It’s nice to have a bit of a pattern to the days, at least.  I kind of miss having a regular routine.  Ever since Phoebe moved out, my routine has been shot.  Maybe that’s part of why I’ve been so unsettled. 

    Hazir’s reports on how things are going at the Council are starting to get interesting.  He’s dropped the bombshell about how House Lucard adopted him as the heir.  He’s even produced the paperwork to prove it, and, boy!  Did that cause a stir among the Houses and the clergy! 

    We have priests supervising the construction of our own Temple complex.  I saw the building foundations, but I haven’t met the priests.  They drew up the formal papers and archived their copy.  We sent other copies via courier to all the other major Temples, regardless of their dogma, so Hazir presented it as a fait accompli. 

    As he predicted, it short-circuited a lot of the opposition.  The Temples remained deeply divided on the matter, but the great Houses were suddenly much less grumpy.  Minor Houses, usually created when two wealthy Houses managed to marry off spare children to each other, happened every so often.  If the House Lucard was a brand-new minor House, it was at the bottom of the ladder, not at the top.  House Lucard is a nowhere little spot out on the borders of the Empire and not a challenger to the whole social order.  The Houses were entirely on board about that.  The Temples were not. 

    The Council is strictly a matter for the secular lords.  The priests—the setestri—are there to bless the proceedings, give advice, and all that jazz.  They don’t have any real power. 

    On the other hand, they do most of the Imperial record-keeping.  They’re the ones who keep track of who belongs in what caste, who was adopted, what House traces its bloodline back to which gods, and so on. 

    With the Temples arguing with each other about the legitimacy of House Lucard, much less this whole adoption thing, the matter was far from settled.  However, the Houses, overall, were quite pleased with the idea.  Combined with the fact the New Gods Temples were the only ones with complete sets of records, the arguments lacked a certain force.  Still, although the Old Gods supporters outnumbered the New Gods supporters, there were enough undecided to make the outcome a thing uncertain. 

    Of course, all this is going on in the back, away from the actual meeting chamber where the Council is arguing. 

    Hazir and Enesh believe the priests are trying to cover up the Temples’ internal conflict.  I agree, but I don’t see the point.  Anybody can tell the Temples are having a dispute over a dogmatic sticking point.  Maybe they want to settle the matter themselves before people start—gasp!—having opinions!  If the peasants can think about the gods, what’s to stop them from making up their own minds on anything? 

    Yeah, I don’t much care for this society.  No, I take that back.  I don’t much care for people in general.  This particular society gets my hackles up.  I like it less than other types.  I believe an individual has a vast potential and shouldn’t be straitjacketed into a predetermined mold. 

    That’s my resistance to the idea of destiny talking, or maybe my anarchist tendencies.  I’m not sure which. 

    The fact remains, the Temples are the record-keepers of the Empire.  It’s one thing to say the politicians are on board with a new, junior House.  It’s quite another to get the Temples to list Hazir as an adopted heir to the House.  He has to be the heir before the Houses will acknowledge the legitimacy of my claim on La Mancha, for fear they’ll be placing themselves beneath me.  But the Temples won’t unanimously acknowledge me as a legitimate manzhani of House Lucard and Mazhani of La Mancha, so how can I adopt anyone as an heir? 

    This is a problem, but Hazir assures me it’s not an insurmountable one.

  


   
    Tauta, 19th Day of Palasniskir 

      

    I should know better than to worry.  When Hazir says he’s got it covered, he’s got it covered.  The only trouble, as far as I’m concerned, is he doesn’t need my help. 

    I’m a naturally helpful person.  I’m grouchy went I can’t. 

    His idea?  Relatively simple.  We have some Temples on our side.  They are the record-keepers for several cities.  Officially, the way it works is each Temple is responsible for the records of its own region.  They periodically send copies to the other Temples, to keep them updated for the Empire as a whole.  There’s a lot of redundancy built in, since each Temple is—in theory—a complete archive of births, deaths, marriages, adoptions, and the like.  The history of the Empire is in each basement, preserved against disaster, redundant, and available to anyone. 

    In actual fact, they don’t always have complete records.  I suppose keeping track of the family line for a beggar or a boatswain in some distant city might not be as pressing as any of the residents of your own. 

    The documents sent from the not-yet-finished Temple in La Mancha didn’t mean much.  The Old Gods Temples could ignore them.  But Sarashda and the other New Gods Temples were another matter.  Those took the documents and entered them into their formal records. 

    But the Old Gods Temples are still rebuilding their copies of the Empire’s records.  The Temples with intact records are busily copying everything and shipping off huge bundles of information.  And, it just so happens, records on recent things are included.  Things like the establishment of new Houses and adoptions into a House. 

    Under normal circumstances, this still might not have worked.  There was nothing to prevent the local Temples from burning a few sheets of paper and claiming they never heard of such a thing.  What made this impractical was their need to keep the Council of Law happy.  With the Houses eyeballing the Temples and demanding information about the new House—and implying strongly they wanted an excuse to have the new House at the absolute bottom of the ranking—the Temples had to consider carefully.  Did the Old Gods Temples dare to say there was no such House?  No, that’s a matter for the Council of Law.  But the Temples could decide where this new House ranked, at least. 

    And if the Old Gods Temples didn’t have the support of their local Houses, would they be able to threaten House Lucard and the valley of La Mancha?  Threaten it with more than shaking fingers and stern lectures, that is?  No. 

    So, after several Temples presented formal paperwork acknowledging the adoption of Hazir into the House Lucard, the politicians at the Council of Law pounced on the chance to make bloody certain this upstart House would never be placed over them.  It was by no means unanimous, but the last year—and some recent events—made the possibility too much to risk. 

    “You said the Temples would never allow such an adoption!  See these?  We’re taking the opening and nailing down where this upstart little House belongs.  On the bottom!” 

    The Old Gods members of the setestri were pissed.  One might say royally so.  Hazir took advantage of a break in their normally-impenetrable façade and drove right through it.  They had one option, if they dared: an out-and-out break with their fellow priests and the permanent division of the Temples.  It was the nuclear option, though.  If they started denouncing each other, they would break the organization of the Temples into three sections—the Old Gods, the New Gods, and the undecided.  This would fragment the Empire as certainly as opening a giant crack in the ground and pulling them apart. 

    Ooo, the language they used!  I thought sailors learned to swear.  Priests can cuss in ways I hadn’t realized, much less heard. 

    So I cheered for Hazir.  Of course. 

    Now let me digress for a moment into the issue of not being needed. 

    I sat there at the sand table, watching the great meeting-hall where representatives of the Great Houses were assembled. The setestri were not formally there, naturally.  They didn’t have a spot of their own where they sat.  Instead, they circulated, mingling with the nobles.  When Hazir was called upon to answer the question of how anyone could trust he would be adopted when there was no official House, he presented them with his documentation.  He was already adopted.  It was a done deal. 

    Since several Temples already confirmed him as the adopted heir to House Lucard, the Temples acknowledged the House Lucard existed.  Therefore… 

    They called a recess shortly thereafter and I tuned out.  A psychic voice echoed around the room. 

    You seem perturbed. 

    “Eh?  You noticed?” 

    Of course.  You’re sitting next to the sand table and it’s got a micro-gate. 

    “Is that always active?” 

    It’s tuned to my pattern.  What’s the trouble?  Things seem to be going beautifully. 

    “They are.  And that’s the trouble.” 

    Want to run that by me one more time? 

    “Look, I’m bored.  All I have to kill is time.” 

    You put in a lot of effort to make sure you had time to deal with other things. 

    “Of course I did!  I didn’t want to find Phoebe was getting into trouble while I was fighting off an army of invading religious nuts.  I’ve never managed to be in two places at once and I don’t think I want to try.  It strikes me as messy.” 

    Yeah.  Still, you worked hard to have Tauta as an independent problem, not as a parallel problem.  You delegated well!  I’d think you’d be happy you’re not dealing with multiple pressing issues in multiple worlds all at the same time. 

    “Yes, but I overdid it!  I’m pretty much willing to walk away from everything else and go do my first real angel-grab, except for this stupid Tassarian Empire crap.  And Phoebe.  Speaking of which—” 

    She’s fine, he assured me, and that’s all I’m saying.  Nosy. 

    I muttered something unkind. 

    What was that? 

    “Nothing.  I was saying I overdid it and now I have some time where I have to sit here and be useless to Phoebe and useless to Hazir and pretty much do nothing!  I’m watching the high points of the Council of Law when Hazir warns me stuff is about to happen.  I’m fighting people for most of the day.  I’m casting spells in a high-magic universe.  And now I’m skipping the nights by popping out for a few seconds or minutes.  I’ve still got, what?  Fourteen days or so until the Council packs up for the year?  Then how long do I have to wait around to see how the political situation shakes out?  Damn it, I should have put Tauta on the fastest track and put Phoebe on hold!  I feel as though I’m just marking time!” 

    You needed Tauta to run slow to set up my powerplants, he reminded me.  You did the best you could.  And if a little boredom is the worst thing you endure, count yourself lucky! 

    “You’re not the one bored to bloody tears!” 

    And you aren’t the one dodging a metaphorical tiger as it prowls around your jungle.  As for being bored, would you rather be flayed every night by a mad mage with a grudge?  Things could be vastly worse. 

    I flinched.  The memory wasn’t fresh, but it was gruesome. 

    “You’ve made your point, thanks.” 

    Good.  Now calm down, do some meditation, and get your head screwed on firmly.  Have you given any thought to where you want to put your angel research lab? 

    “Funny you should mention that,” I told him.  “I don’t think I’ve told you about my work on that.” 

    But you have been giving it serious thought?  You’re not just going to strap a body to a table, like with the Alden-zombie examination? 

    “I’m taking it very seriously.” 

    Then consider it some more, he suggested.  Think it over thoroughly. 

    “Trust me on this.  I don’t plan to get my face fried off again.” 

    You didn’t plan on it before, he pointed out. 

    “You don’t need to remind me,” I grumped.  “Aside from that, Oh Wise One, what else do I do until the end of the month?  Or the week after?  Until we get a clear sign from the local idiots about whether or not La Mancha will be left alone?  Go back to Phoebe’s world and play guardian demon?” 

    No, don’t do that.  Remember, we talked about this when you asked me to keep an eye on her as she played judge and jury on Alden. 

    “I remember.” 

    If you’re present in that world, there’s a non-zero chance Alden will find you and do something awful to you.  But if he can’t find you, your threat to go back in time and kill him before he’s born forces him to live in fear of it.  He might risk an all-out strike to get you, hoping he can kill you to prevent you from making good on your threat.  If he succeeds or fails, either way, he’s free of your threat and Phoebe loses any advantage it offers. 

    “How does it help him if he fails?” 

    If he tries to kill you and fails, you would have to go back in time to undo him.  If you don’t, he knows your threat isn’t real.  And, since it isn’t, you can’t let him know that. 

    “Damn it.” 

    And you said you were thinking things through. 

    “I’ve had a lot on my plate!” 

    You’re bored!  You’ve got lots of free time! 

    “And I’ve been preoccupied!” 

    He didn’t answer immediately. 

    All right, I suppose you have.  It’s not easy, is it? 

    “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

    It might do you some good. 

    “Do you think my threat is helping her?” I asked, changing the subject. 

    I think so, he sighed, accepting the change.  Alden hasn’t tried anything.  He hasn’t mobbed her house with a thousand homeless zombies.  No truck bombs.  No rocket launchers, no snipers, nothing at all.  He’s leaving her alone. 

    “That’s something, anyway.  So, what do I do?” I demanded.  He was silent for several seconds, thinking. 

    You’re really edgy, he observed.  Why?  This isn’t just boredom.  It’s not even worry about Phoebe.  I can hear something in tone of your thoughts.  What’s wrong? 

    It was my turn to be quiet and think.  He was right.  I wasn’t just bored, although that made my nervous energy more obvious by having no outlet for it.  Why was I so nervous in the first place? 

    “I think,” I began, slowly, “I’m worried about how well things are going?” 

    Beg pardon? 

    “There have always been a lot of ongoing things in my life.  Raising Phoebe, for example.  Preparing for the angel examinations.  Preparing for the bliss-addiction experiments.  Alden!—although he’s an issue Phoebe took over, damn it all.  Even your faith-food, the valley’s safety, and the instability of the Tassarian Empire… All these things are finally coming into line.  It’s all coming to a point where they’re… not ‘ending,’ as such, but reaching a point of resolution.” 

    So? 

    “Have you ever had the feeling where everything is going well, you’re closing in on a conclusion, you’re almost at the finish line?  And there’s still this persistent, nagging worry about how it’s all going to go horribly, horribly wrong just before you actually cross that line?” 

    I know what you mean, he said, surprisingly.  You’re saying things are going good—a little too good.  Yes? 

    “Yes.” 

    Well, I have a couple of points for you to ponder.  First, you’ve been working hard to get things to go so well.  Maybe you’re anxious because you’re getting close to the point when you can say you succeeded.  It’s always worst to fail by just a little than by a lot.  Which is compounded, for the moment, by the fact you can’t actually do the finishing.  In Tauta, you have to leave it in the hands of others. 

    “I hate that.” 

    I know.  Second, you don’t do well with success. 

    “Okay, now, hold on!” 

    Yes?  How am I wrong? 

    “I don’t know.  What do you mean by saying I don’t do well with success?” 

    I mean you don’t do well with happiness.  When you’re happy, you’re afraid someone is going to come along and take it away from you.  It’s like you’re afraid there’s some law of universal happiness where every drop has to be balanced by an equal amount of misery.  You can be happy, but the happier you are, the more it’s spoiled by the anticipation of how bad things will have to get to make up for it. 

    I didn’t have an immediate answer. 

    So now things are going well, he continued, and you’re anticipating a plague or something.  “Oh, woe!  Things are going so nicely!  A disaster must be looming!”  That sort of thing. 

    “You make it sound as though I’m afraid to be happy.” 

    Aren’t you? 

    I wanted to argue, but the words didn’t make it out. 

    It’s all right, he added, more gently.  Everyone gets this way at some point.  If you have enough go wrong in your life, you’ll eventually start anticipating the next thing.  Pessimists are more often right, but the optimists enjoy it even when they’re wrong. 

    “All right,” I agreed, finally.  “All right.  So I’m a pessimist with a deep-seated fear of seeing everything I love turned into a steaming mess.  What can I do about it?” 

    Meditate, for one thing.  Learn to let go of your worries.  Accept the impermanence of all things as natural, right, and proper.  Be patient.  Endure the inevitable changes with folded hands, quiet mind, and tranquil heart… 

    “Screw that,” I decided.  “I’m going to go out and kill something.” 

    …or rely on your old standby, denial, and take a field trip, he agreed, sighing.  Want me to shout when they have something? 

    “Perfect.” 

    

  


   
    Corinthia, Day Eighteen 

      

    I leaned against the wall and lowered Firebrand’s point.  From the sounds outside the wooden stockade, Bronze was still chasing things.  Judging by the choked-off screams, she was also catching them, if you define “catching” broadly enough. 

    I peeled off a gauntlet and removed my helmet.  Sweat wicked away in the lining, to be removed by a cleaning spell, but I still felt the need to wipe my face.  The weather was hot and I’d been working hard. 

    What do you think, Boss? 

    “I think they don’t have enough effectives to stage a raid on a kindergarten, much less this place.”  Distantly, someone started to scream.  It ended with a sudden gurgling sound, almost as though his chest suddenly collapsed to the thickness of an envelope.  No, not “almost.”  Exactly. 

    The local villagers were starting to stick their heads out of their huts.  They built mostly of adobe, with some sort of broad-leafed local plant on a framework for roofing.  The wooden stockade and chevaux-de-frise were my ideas and quite a lot of my construction.  Nobody seemed anxious to come out.  Considering what usually tried to come into the village, I couldn’t blame them. 

    Considering what happened to what came in, I couldn’t blame them. 

    I settled to the ground, laying Firebrand next to me.  It gleamed in the sun, but didn’t flame. 

    “Are you tired?” 

    Nope!  But that was a better workout than I’ve had in a long time!  Let’s go hunting something singular and huge, next time, instead of a bunch of raiders! 

    “I’ll consider it.” 

    I leaned my head against the side of someone’s house.  I noted the two former roofs, currently on fire, had been cut loose from inside and the burning racks of shingle-leaves tilted outward, to fall to the ground instead of collapsing inward.  Nobody was putting them out, but, on balance, they weren’t endangering anyone. 

    “Why can’t raiders attack at night, like civilized barbarians?” 

    You just like it when you have it easy, Firebrand accused. 

    “Damn right.  I’m a professional coward.  I like having all the advantages.  I work hard for them.  Besides, I’m lazy, so I feel I deserve them.” 

    Firebrand snorted, a peculiar sound when it’s all in your head. 

    Bronze let me know she was running out of raiders.  Did I want her to bring their horse-lizard things back to the village? 

    Why not?  The villagers could use some draft and plow animals.  They might even eat some of them.  If they lost enough food to the raiders, it might make the difference between the next harvest and going hungry. 

    I asked if she thought she could manage them.  They weren’t horses, after all. 

    She assured me she could manage.  They might not obey her like horses, but she was faster, bigger, and could use her wire-like tail for a whip. 

    Hey, former avatar! 

    I looked up at the blue, blue sky. 

    “What’s up?” 

    Hazir’s about done with the Council of Law.  He’ll be back tomorrow, Tauta-time. 

    I thumbed my Ring of Many Gates, selected one, and locked it on to fix the time rates. 

    “How long have I got?” 

    Now?  Probably about twelve to fourteen hours. 

    “Plenty of time to finish up here, have a nice, cold soak, get something to eat, then someone to drink.” 

    What have you been doing, anyway? 

    “Some fly-speck of a village has a bunch of barbarians ride through every year, looting the place.  Had, rather.” 

    From what I see, there’s a lot of them.  How does the village survive when so many, many raiders come down on this one tiny little village? 

    I felt my face grow excessively warm. 

    “It’s usually only a dozen or so.” 

    Oh?  Strange.  I can easily count— 

    “When the first party didn’t come back, they investigated in force.” 

    Ah.  You made it worse. 

    “Shut up.” 

    I’ll leave you alone.  You rest up and get fed.  I’ll let Leisel know to expect you. 

    “Thanks.” 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 33rd Day of Palasniskir 

      

    Hazir came back late at night through the hidden shift-booth in Quod’s shop.  Quod inherited the shop when his father passed away, but he was already in on the secret and was only too happy to keep the arrangement.  The merchant caste has an almost Dwarfish love of gold. 

    I let Hazir get himself around a hot meal and take a bath.  I insisted those come first.  He had a busy month and I was just barely patient enough to restrain myself.  When he finally reported in, I was in the sand table room.  He brought Enesh, Leisel, and Velina. 

    Once we were all settled, I asked Hazir how it went.  He was thoughtful for several seconds. 

    “I feel it did not go as well as I hoped,” he admitted, “but the Council of Law responded better than I expected.” 

    “You’ll have to break that down for me.” 

    “I expected them to be indecisive and loath to cross the Temples in matters not related—or only peripherally related—to the secular side of our issues.  I venture to guess they are somewhat less than pleased with the difficulties imposed by the religious schism and are, in their own way, pressuring the Temples to resolve it. 

    “I hoped we could force some sort of out-and-out break with the Temples.  An ultimatum, perhaps.  I would have been overjoyed if the Houses had decided not to offer any of the customary tithes or gifts until the situation was resolved.” 

    “’You priests have been arguing with each other and now I’ve got two different Temples to cope with!  Which one is it?  Settle it, because I’m not paying twice!’  That sort of thing?” 

    “On a dagger’s point, yes.  We did not achieve that.  What we did achieve was to fan the flames of the lords’ discontent.  The Houses rely on the Temples, but the Temples also rely on the Houses.  The patience of the Houses is nearly burned through, and when it goes, so will the support.” 

    “Good.  So, do we have a list of who’s on our side and who isn’t?  I’ve been itching to get something done.” 

    “Please,” Leisel added.  “I’m not sure how much more the valley can take.” 

    “Oh?” Hazir asked, eyebrow rising. 

    “I told you he’s been busy.” 

    “He has been bored, you mean.” 

    “He’s been keeping himself busy.” 

    “I can easily imagine several ways this could prove troublesome.” 

    “He doesn’t do well with being bored.” 

    “I’m right here,” I interjected.  “I can hear every word.” 

    “So you are, and can.  My apologies,” Hazir acknowledged. 

    “Accepted.  Now, what do you need me to do?” 

    Hazir paused and considered the question.  He steepled his fingers and tapped them together, one pair at a time, thinking. 

    “While we have, I believe, a majority of the Temples willing to concede a new revelation by the gods, there are still two which are adamant in their refusal.  There may be a third, and I believe there is a slight chance of one other, but for our purposes, two.” 

    “Who are they?  Which cities?” 

    “Balastada and Ti-Reddesh are the ones who will brook no argument.  Mekhalion, I feel, could be persuaded to join them, but it would require some considerable influence.  I do not think it likely, but it is worth some thought.  Last is Keltalion.  Mekhalion would have to go over to the Old Gods before Keltalion would even consider it, and even then there would be room for argument before a decision was reached.  They are too far away to feel directly affected by you, so it is their neighbors they must consider first, not your supposed divinity.” 

    “Seems fair.  Okay.  Are any of those coastal cities?  Or cities on a river with a sizable fleet of their own?  Where’s my map?  I want to mark these things.”  I summoned up a view on the sand table and Hazir pointed out the cities. 

    “See, they are all inland cities.  The coastal cities are either ours or willing to go along with the New Gods doctrine.” 

    “Damn.  All that effort on the Boom Box, wasted.” 

    “Beg pardon?” 

    “Nothing.  So,” I finished, pointing and putting bright rings around two cities, “I burn Balastada and Ti-Reddesh to the ground?” 

    I felt Firebrand’s eagerness. 

    “No!” Hazir cried, aghast.  “That would be the worst possible thing!” 

    Firebrand subsided. 

    “It would?  Why?” 

    “To strike down a whole city?  With its ruling House and the estates of the other Houses, greater and lesser?  It would prove your might, certainly, but it would also give the priests of the Old Gods fresh arguments.  What god would strike so at all the people?  What are you trying to hide?  What sort of horrors might such a creature demand as sacrifice?  Those sorts of things, and more I cannot imagine!” 

    “Right.  Tactical, not strategic.  So I melt the Temples down into lava and let it bubble for a while?” 

    Firebrand kept its enthusiasm in check, anticipating another letdown from Hazir.  Hazir, for his part, took a moment to consider it.  I like that about him.  He thinks about what he’s about to say.  He considers his answers carefully. 

    “It may come to that,” he sighed, finally.  “I hope not, but what I expect and what I hope are often not the same.” 

    “Go on,” I said.  I returned to my seat.  Hazir took it as permission to do so, as well.  Firebrand allowed itself some cautious optimism about the conversation. 

    “Fundamentally, the argument is whether or not you are a god,” Hazir began.  “You say you are.  Many Temples say you are not.  Or said.  Their opinions have been much upset in recent days.  Nevertheless, I do not doubt there are warriors marching to Balastada as we speak, dispatched by Temples originally against us.” 

    “Won’t they turn around once they get word of the changes?” 

    “They have been paid,” Leisel pointed out.  “It is now a matter of honor.  They will fulfill their contracts.” 

    “If I may,” Enesh added, “many of these warriors need the money, being of lesser ranking.  Others, of higher rank, may not need the money so much as they need the field experience.  And many, regardless of the outcomes of the Council of Law, will be believers in the way of the Old Gods.  The exhortations of the priesthood for the past year are not instantly overcome by posting a notice.  It will take time before your role is firm within the pantheon.  No, I misspeak.  It will take time for your revelation to be firmly grounded in the hearts and minds of the people.” 

    “They have to grow accustomed to you,” Hazir simplified. 

    “Thanks.  I got that.  So, warriors headed for Balastada.  You were saying?” 

    “The nature of this conflict is not one of arms.  It is one of belief.” 

    “Their war then is without final hope.  Victory cannot be achieved by arms, whether we sit here to endure siege after siege, or march out to overwhelm them, but they don’t know that.” 

    “Exactly!” 

    “Huh?  I was misquoting something a great wizard once said about fighting a dark lord.  What were you thinking of?” 

    “This conflict is about a belief.  You are a god, not a warrior, which puts the priests on the points of fork.  To the left, if you are a god, warriors will be useless against you.  To the right, if you are not a god, enough warriors can bear you down.  Their only hope is that arms will prevail and disprove your claim.  If they could, they would throw all the warriors of the Empire against you in their hope.” 

    “As it is, they will send all they can afford,” Enesh added.  “The Temples of Balastada and Ti-Reddesh have not the gold to hold such a force in the field for long, but several others have already paid for the initial attack, even if they now repent.” 

    “We’re definitely going to be attacked?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Great.  I’ll set things up so they can attack all they want.  How many do you think we’ll need to kill before they give up?  A quarter?  Half?  Or will they all march into the slaughter?” 

    Hazir, Enesh, and Leisel traded glances.  Velina’s mouth quirked in a slight smile. 

    “I… do not think we should prioritize killing,” Hazir said, slowly. 

    “No?” 

    “We should prepare, certainly,” he agreed, hurriedly, and glanced at the wall behind me.  I was feeling a bit annoyed, so I know my shadow was misbehaving.  I didn’t bother to look.  I’ve been bored and useless, feeling unneeded and unnecessary for a while.  No doubt it was doing something to express my frustration.  Pacing, maybe.  Hopefully, that was all it was doing. 

    “It would be foolish not to prepare,” he went on.  “They may choose to attack in force.  It may even be their most practical option.  I do not feel they will, however.” 

    “They won’t,” Enesh assured me.  “The priests cannot stop the warriors from offering challenge to us.” 

    “It is by no means assured,” Hazir snapped at him.  Enesh shrugged. 

    “The priests would prefer not to risk it,” he agreed, “but this is battle.  The warriors will rule the field.  The priests cannot override the ancient laws of combat.” 

    “If they claim to bear word from the Warrior?” 

    “To claim such a thing will weaken them.  It will divide the warriors.  Some will believe anything the priests tell them, but many will refuse to believe the Warrior would order them to abandon the ancient ways.  Perhaps the priests will wish to attack in force.  If so, they must offer challenge, even if it means the loss of their finest.” 

    I looked back and forth between the two of them like a spectator at a tennis match, waiting for someone to say something sensible.  Leisel noticed my impatience and translated. 

    “They speak of the formalities.  Do you recall when the Bridgefort was attacked?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Those who stood upon the bridge and spoke with you?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “It is the right of the defender to demand a challenge.  Each attacker must provide a champion to fight our champion.” 

    “And the winner takes all?” 

    Everyone was silent for a moment.  Leisel answered. 

    “No.  The city’s champion may be challenged anew by another attacker.” 

    “I don’t understand.  They can keep sending more as long as they have guys left?” 

    “This is not a secret,” Leisel pointed out, speaking to Hazir.  He looked puzzled for a moment before expression changed to an “Aha!” moment. 

    “Not precisely,” Hazir explained.  “While the city’s champion has the advantage of facing single attackers, one after the other, he would be worn down and defeated after only a few encounters.  No, even though it would be somewhat advantageous to send out a champion and let him hold off the enemy while the city’s defenses are bolstered—to buy time—that is not the purpose.” 

    “Enlighten me.” 

    “Leisel said our champion may be challenged anew by another attacker.  There will be contingents from several cities, marching under different captains, different banners.  The warriors of the Ti-Reddesh Temple will be one attacker.  The Balastada Temple will be another.  Each Temple contingent may attempt a contest of champions.” 

    “Ah!  I get it, now.  It’s not everyone in the army, just the champions of each of the attacking Houses—or Temples, in this case.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Got it.  It’s still a bad deal for the defenders, though.” 

    “Yes and no.  While the delay may advantage the defenders, the real advantage is the victories, if any.  If an attacking force loses its champion, it is obligated to retire from the field.  So the order in which champions are chosen is something of a risk.  Out of a dozen attacking forces, there are a dozen champions.  Send in the weakest of the proposed champions first and you assuredly lose his force from the field.  Send in the strongest and you risk losing him and his force.” 

    “So the trick here is to send in enough guys to wear me down before sending in their best guy?” 

    “In some measure,” Enesh agreed, “but it is also a question of how great a force a champion represents.  Which forces is a commander willing to lose?  A weaker champion might never see a duel if he represents a great many men.  A stronger champion might be put forth early if his men are few.” 

    “Sounds complicated.” 

    “From the attacking side, it is,” Leisel broke in, “but it offers the defenders an advantage, offsetting the near-inevitable loss of a good warrior.  A good one, not necessarily the best they have.  One good enough to survive a duel or two.  If he can reduce the enemy forces by one contingent, or even two, it’s usually regarded as a good trade.” 

    “Sensible.  Do I get rest breaks between challenges?” 

    “Of a sort,” Hazir resumed.  “There is a pause for some formalities.  The removal of the body, for instance, as well as some verbal rituals.  Typically, the priests perform the monitoring of the forms, but in this case, I have no doubt they will be run through in unseemly haste to minimize the chance to rest.” 

    “You don’t know the half of it,” I agreed.  I heard Firebrand chuckle. 

    “Run through.”  I like the sound of that, Boss. 

    Hush, you.  You just had two dozen raiders and some poor bloke’s roof. 

    I can dream, can’t I? 

    “I take it,” Hazir went on, sounding cautious, “you intend to be your own champion?” 

    “Can you think of anyone better?” I asked, gently.  He relaxed a little when he saw I wasn’t going to be touchy about it. 

    “Tessera would serve quite well,” he suggested. 

    “I volunteer,” Velina said. 

    “And I thank you,” I replied, before turning my gaze to Hazir.  “No, Tessera would not.  She might defeat a few, but not all of them.” 

    There were sidelong glances among them. 

    “You intend to… ah…” Enesh began, and stopped.  He licked his lips and considered what he wanted to say. 

    “You’re trying to ask if I’m sure I can take every challenger they send, but you don’t want to come out and ask because it would sound as though you doubt me.  Right?” 

    “Yes, Mazhani.  I humbly beg your pardon.” 

    “No problem, Enesh.  There are others who may not be so confident, either.  But I sincerely believe I’m the best in the world, so I’m the best choice for this job.” 

    Actually, came the psychic comment, I think I know someone even better. 

    Oh? I sent back.  No face formed in the sand table, so I kept the conversation private.  Better than me? 

    I think so. 

    Who is this mysterious person? 

    Me. 

      

    I cut the meeting short and hustled everyone out.  I wanted a private talk with the God of Fire and Shadow, the Lord of Secrets, and my altar ego.  I activated some privacy spells before we started, and my altar ego’s face swirled up from the sand. 

    “Just what the hell are you talking about?” I demanded.  “I’ve been looking forward to tromping on a battalion of stubborn clergy for weeks!  I’ve been practicing!  I’ve been in training!  I’ve finally got something I can do that’s useful, and you yank on my rug?  You can’t do this to me!” 

    “Now, now,” he said, images of hands appearing and making soothing motions.  “I didn’t say you wouldn’t be involved.  I just meant the brunt of this should fall on my avatar—the real avatar—instead of on you.” 

    I growled at him for a moment, but got a grip.  I took a breath. 

    “All right.  I’m not totally unreasonable.  Tell me your dumb idea.” 

    “Here’s the thought.  My avatar is heavily empowered.  I’ve been working on him next to a powerplant for quite a while, now.  I still have power issues in Tauta because I have to import power from abroad, but I can pack it into him.” 

    “Can he hold his own in a swordfight?” 

    “Not exactly.  I haven’t been working on him like that.  Instead, these warrior types will be facing—as far as they’re concerned—a god.  I won’t fight fair.” 

    I wanted to gripe about it, but, given a choice, I don’t fight fair, either. 

    “Go on,” I said, instead. 

    “I march out, stand at the far end of the bridge, and wait for their challenges.  Then I do miraculous things to defeat them.  I figure the second guy will be sufficient, especially if they have wizards watching.  Miracles, remember?  Not magic.” 

    “I’m not sure they’ll have a wizard along.  Too many have suffered just by looking at this place.” 

    “I’m sure they’ll have some along.  There are always people who won’t take a hint.” 

    “Okay.  I’ll prepare something specific for boneheaded wizards.  So you dust a half-dozen warriors.  And?” 

    “Correct me if I’m wrong, but doesn’t that mean they all go home?” 

    I thought about it.  I didn’t have any digested memories on the subject.  It’s possible no city ever had their champion win against all the opposing champions. 

    “Huh.” 

    “See?  Perfect!” 

    “Yes and no.  It still leaves us with some pissy priests in their Temples, fuming about how you’re not a god.” 

    “Details,” he said, waving a hand.  “Mere details.” 

    I paced back and forth, mulling it over. 

    “I really feel the urge to stand and fight,” I admitted.  “I could hang my cloak inside the gatehouse and add a darkness spell to make the whole tunnel pitch black.  Maybe a silence spell, too.  We could forego the whole challenge and tell them, ‘Come get some!’  Then, when they charge across the drawbridge, we can start having a mock battle in the courtyard.  Screams, metal on metal, and so forth. 

    “Meanwhile, the people charging forward charge into darkness and silence.  They can’t see the man in front, they can’t hear him scream, and they all just run forward—or get pushed forward—into the cloak and out of luck.”  I paused, thinking.  “I could even start a forest fire down the road and drive everyone in, not just the warriors.” 

    He stared at me for several seconds. 

    “You’re a vicious bastard, aren’t you?” 

    “It’s a hard-knock life.” 

    “Apparently.  It only works that way at night, you know.” 

    “We can tempt them into a night attack.” 

    “I suppose we can do it your way, if you really want,” he began, “but…” 

    “But what?” 

    “Look, you spent a lot of time and effort building, preparing, improving, and so forth.  You invested a huge amount of resources in setting everything up so you didn’t have to do anything.  Why not let me use it?  Or are you still thinking of me as something to be coddled along, carefully nurtured, and propped up?” 

    “Look, if you’re going to be so transparent about trying to make me feel better by comparing yourself to Phoebe, you could just tell me.” 

    “Sometimes you miss anything subtle.” 

    “You call this subtle?” 

    “I learned from you, didn’t I?” 

    “That was a low blow.” 

    “But accurate.  So, answer the question.  Do you have to do it yourself?” 

    “Are we talking about Alden and Phoebe, or being the guardian of the gate?” 

    “Take your pick.” 

    “Damn it!  I’m her Papa!  I’m allowed to worry about her!” 

    “Yes, but she’s grown,” my altar ego said, taking the digression for what it was.  “You can worry about her, but you’re not allowed to live her life for her.  You did what you could—everything you were supposed to do, and more!—and now it’s her life.  Good job, by the way.  Very good, all things considered.” 

    “Thank you.  It doesn’t help.” 

    “Nope.  And nothing will.” 

    “Ouch.” 

    “You think I’m going to lie to you?” 

    “No, but you could stand to be a bit more tactful.” 

    “Family trait.  Now, get over the whole guilt trip thing about being a lousy parent, will you?  You have bigger guilt trips to worry about.” 

    “Damn.  And you accuse me of being a vicious bastard?” 

    “I got it from my father’s side.  Are you going to let me do my thing or not?” 

    “You ask as though I can stop you.” 

    “In a way, you can.  You can ruin it for everyone.” 

    “Hold up.  What?” 

    “It’s simple,” he told me.  “If you stage your own production, we’ll have to back you unreservedly.  Getting into a series of duels won’t unequivocally prove I’m a god, only that you’re a great warrior.  It won’t prove the priests are wrong.  It’ll be another demonstration of power, if it’s the scenario you described. 

    “On the other hand, if I go out there and do my deific thing, it’s a clear and obvious signal.  Sure, you can do similar things, but even with me helping you, you’re the Great Wizard of Oz.  As long as the locals don’t catch on to your magical shenanigans, it looks impressive.  But I can actually perform miracles, not find funky workarounds.” 

    “It feels as though I’m leaving this for others to finish.” 

    “And I applaud your desire to see things through to the end—bitter, sweet, or bloody.  But there’s something else you’re missing.” 

    “Oh?  Enlighten me.” 

    “This isn’t your problem.” 

    We stared at each other for several seconds. 

    “You want to run that by me again?” I suggested, softly. 

    “You wanted a place in this world to do your research and experiments.  That fell through.  Besides, you don’t like it here.  All that keeps you here are a few people you like and a sense of obligation to fix what you broke.  Well, Phoebe has her own world and her own problems.  Now I have my world, and the problems belong to me.  They aren’t your problems anymore.” 

    “I sorta feel ambivalent about that,” I admitted. 

    “How so?” 

    “While it certainly makes me feel… free, I guess.  Liberated?  I guess it makes me feel as though I’m no longer responsible.  If it’s your world, your problems, it’s not mine.” 

    “Good.” 

    “On the other hand,” I went on, “it also makes me feel unwelcome.  Sort of.  Like I should mind my own business.” 

    “Oh.  No, I do want your help.  I’m not omnipotent, so I might need help.” 

    “How so?” 

    “Observe the sand table,” he suggested, and a map of the Empire formed.

  


   
    Tauta, 3rd Day of Oloniskir, Year of the Yamesh 

      

    I still have no idea what a “falkennin” is, nor do I know what a “yamesh” is.  I would ask someone, but I’m starting to reach the point of simply accepting the stupid, weird calendar as a stupid, weird calendar so I can ignore it. 

    All right, maybe I won’t ignore it.  Hang on a minute. 

      

    Right.  So.  A “falkennin” is the local word for the wheel-like part of a spinning wheel.  It’s not like any spinning wheel I’m familiar with.  The “wheel” is more like individual spokes than a wheel, and you don’t use a foot pedal to operate it.  You turn this wheel with one hand while doing something esoteric to the yarn or thread or whatever with the other hand.  I don’t know for certain as I didn’t ask for much detail and I haven’t eaten a professional spinner. 

    A “yamesh” is a fruit.  When it’s ripe, it’s green, resembles alligator hide, and can seriously injure anyone stupid enough to be under it when it falls off the tree.  Inside, it’s a sort of orangey-pink color with the consistency of a pear, surrounding one giant seed.  The locals don’t eat it, but they do use it.  They make wine and brandy out of it, which confuses me.  Why include it as a year in the calendar?  The fruit tastes awful.  I guess when you can make booze out of it, people are willing to overlook a lot. 

    Now, where was I?  Oh.  Things I didn’t want to do.  I remember. 

    As predicted, the various bunches of warriors trooped off to Balastada to organize, acquire supplies, and set out to Destroy the Blasphemers.  They’re traveling through the Pass of Zyran right now, squeezed into a choke point and forced into a long column.  I could walk down it one night and leave nothing but body parts and whimpers behind me. 

    But I’m not allowed because it’s not my problem. 

    This is my altar ego’s show.  His and Hazir’s.  I put them in charge of the politics and now they’ve got the bit in their collective teeth.  Now my job is to support them, not the other way around. 

    As my altar ego put it: “You put us in charge of this mess.  Don’t go screwing it up now that we’re so close to fixing it!” 

    Pardon me while I grumble. 

    I don’t know why I’m so upset that everyone else gets to do things.  I worked hard to get to this point.  I found people with talents for getting things done.  Now I don’t want to let go of the reins and turn everything over to them!  What’s wrong with me?  Am I stupid? 

    “Shut up, Firebrand.” 

    What? 

    “Never mind.” 

    I’ve spent years of effort, untold amounts of power, enormous resources, intensive, detailed research, and more than a few experimental failures to get a real avatar for my altar ego.  Now he has one.  I’ve been working on arrangements to settle the Tassarian Empire so my altar ego can have a comfy place to sit and a garden to tend.  And, incidentally, make things comfy for Leisel, Velina, Hazir, Tessera, and others.  Now we’re on the verge of it.  Hell, I spent a lot of time setting things up so Phoebe would have all the possible advantages I could give her—and she does.  What she does with them should be her business! 

    I enjoyed being a guardian angel, even if I’m better at being a guardian demon. 

    Is it control?  Do I just not want to let go of being the one in charge?  Is it that simple?  Am I that simple?  Or do I not trust people enough?  I know what I can do, so I feel confident in my capabilities.  Do I not trust other people’s capabilities enough?  Maybe that’s it.  Maybe it’s both.  And maybe I don’t fully understand how my own head works. 

    Someone once told me we could never understand our own minds.  It was along the lines of, “If our brains were simple enough for us to understand, we would be so simple that we couldn’t.” 

    That may be a load of crap, but it might also be true. 

    On the upside, my altar ego did have something for me to do.  There are two Temple complexes still rebelling in the sense they adhere to the Old Gods.  Everybody else is willing to go along with the New Gods doctrine, at least for now.  In another year, another ten years, it’ll be the way things are and most people will accept it. 

    Unless, of course, the approaching forces manage to have any success.  If they can prove my altar ego isn’t a god on par with their local deities—or if they even do well enough to raise doubts—all the progress we’ve made on that front can vanish in a matter of days. 

    The two holdout Temples, in Balastada and Ti-Reddesh, need to be taught a lesson.  I could argue they aren’t going to learn anything, but it’s a technicality. 

    Hazir pointed out how the strategic bombing of Balastada and Ti-Reddesh would be entirely the wrong thing to do.  However, the tactical destruction of their Temples is another matter entirely. 

    They upgraded their magical defenses, I noticed.  The anti-scrying shields were the full-powered, radiant versions, making a solid sphere of rejection, not merely a bubble.  Ah, well.  There were ways… not around, exactly, but there were ways. 

    I once considered using a brute-force shift-booth spell to move the basement of my house in Shasta to a position under my new house in Iowa.  There were architectural reasons why this was unpleasantly complicated.  There were also power cost reasons I didn’t go into. 

    Normally, when I use a gate, I try to target only open loci, preferably unblocked by extraneous objects.  If there’s a nice doorway and something is sticking through it, the spell requires even more power to form the plane of the wormhole.  It has to overcome the durability of the object through that plane, severing it.  Most of the time, it’s easier to find another opening. 

    As an aside, a closing gate doesn’t usually sever whatever is stuck through.  If I push a stick partway through an open gate, when I close it, it will get moved to one end or the other, generally.  If I close a gate from my side, it disengages from the other end and sort of retracts toward me, which means I wind up holding a stick poked through some sort of opening.  The stick is likely to be a trifle distorted from this treatment, though.  In theory, I can turn off a gate in the other direction, disconnecting it from my end so it sucks the stick on through to the other end as it collapses, but I haven’t actually tried it. 

    Firing up a gate, on the other hand, can be seriously bad for anything in the way.  If there’s something in the plane of the interface as the wormhole forms, the spell tries to scatter it along the length of the wormhole while connection is forming.  The spell needs more power to overcome the material’s tendency to say, “No, I’m one piece, not two,” or the interface fails. 

    Are you starting to see the other problem with shifting a whole basement? 

    If I define a box that big, underground, it has to “cut through” the dirt and rocks outside the basement walls.  Not just in one spot, where the basement is, but also in the raw, unaltered ground of the target area.  After all, we’ve got to move the ground if we’re going to have a place to put the basement, right? 

    It’s easier to shape a basement.  And less risky to the architecture above. 

    On the other hand, if your objective is to do awful things to the architecture, this is certainly one power-intensive way to go about it. 

    I did offer to drop a bucket of chaos on the Temples.  My altar ego wasn’t sure he understood the angels’ neutralization mechanism well enough to mop it up, though.  We decided not to risk it. 

    Instead, I diverted power from the solar arrays and built a couple of spells.  Quite a few, actually, since the Temples are complexes of several buildings.  I built spells with all the power I could muster, making them hard and strong, since they were going have to handle a massive power input.  Then I started running the arrays’ power output through them, building them up the hard way. 

    I did try to cheat.  We’ve got several reactors pumping out lots of magical energy.  Unfortunately, it’s hard to channel magical energy through a magical wormhole.  It tends to either be absorbed by the structure of the wormhole spell or burn out the wormhole spell prematurely.  Either way, you only get a trickle at the other end. 

    Still, I can cart crystals back and forth.  I did so, bolstering the spells overnight while the array wasn’t producing.  Then I set up a rack for actually firing the spells.  I wasn’t about to try powering them on my own.  Too much space, too much surface area, too much material. 

    The plan?  My altar ego sends visions and dreams to everyone in those two Temples.  If they take it as an oracular pronouncement, great—they’ll be sleeping elsewhere.  If they deny it, they get what’s coming to them. 

    At some ungodly hour of the night, I do my thing.  Underneath a Temple building, just below the spherical anti-scrying barrier, I define a geometric shape.  It matches the footprint of the underground area of the Temple building, but it’s only an inch or so thick.  This piece of dirt or rock disappears.  In its place, a length of wire appears, right at the edge. 

    The wire holds a spell.  It’s a stone-shaping spell, designed specifically to create a vertical crack.  This extends upward and keeps going.  It doesn’t care about the anti-scrying spell any more than a bolt of lightning would.  It’s not a scrying spell.  It’s a spell that’s latched on to the earth and rock and is spreading along it. 

    Eventually, the whole perimeter of the vanished area is one long, narrow crack, from way down deep to the surface. 

    Under normal circumstances, the whole Temple would then settle about an inch.  That’s how much empty space we removed, right? 

    But inside the wire perimeter is a big, black, empty place.  The Temple settles, all right.  It settles into infinity, falling forever, gone, gone, gone. 

    Time to switch things back.  My cloak and the wire return.  I whip my cloak into the next wire outline and take aim at another Temple building.  First the big building, then the smaller buildings, then on to the next city to swallow its Temple buildings, one by one.  Wash, rinse, repeat. 

    The whole process, once I hit the Go button, from start to finish, took about three minutes per building.  A whole Temple complex took about forty-five minutes.  The entire attack, from the first building to the last, didn’t quite take an hour and a half. 

    It really took a couple of days, counting all the prep work, but still, not bad. 

    I did ask my altar ego about the wholesale destruction of a Temple complex and everyone inside it. 

    “I thought we were trying to avoid the wholesale murder of priests?” 

    We are.  We were, I mean.  Now we have the clear advantage of having most of the Temples and Houses willing to acknowledge a new god.  This makes the two Temples in open rebellion… uh… rebels.  If we’re all on the same side except for them, now it’s “us” versus “them,” and the “them” are getting what they deserve. 

    Again, also note we’re not affecting the Houses.  They aren’t being hurt by this.  We’re not interfering with the rulership of cities.  This is strictly an act of the gods and an internal matter for the Temples. 

    “And that makes it okay as far as everyone else is concerned…?” 

    From what I gather, yes.  Hazir and Enesh agree with me. 

    “Oh, well, if they think it’s all right, who am I to argue?” 

    You’re the only person on this planet who can look Me in the eye and say “no.”  Well, the only one I’ll listen to.  Are you telling Me you don’t want to drop a bunch of war-mongering rebel priests into a negative-space pocket? 

    “When you put it like that…” 

    As a result, there’s no one left in Balastada or Ti-Reddesh—no clergy, I mean—who will attempt to carry on the war.  On the downside, the troops already on the way are already on the way and I’m not allowed to do anything about them. 

    If I understand this correctly, now that the Empire mostly accepts the New Gods doctrine, the tactical attack on the Temples will be taken as a Sign.  There should be quite a number of surviving priests who can and will attest to the visions sent by the Master of Fire and Shadow, the Keeper of Secrets, about the upcoming divine punishment.  The local Mazhani, mahrani, and manzhani should all appreciate the godlike power, but most especially the judicious marksmanship.  The only people who really get hit are the ones who obviously don’t listen to the gods, and that’s suddenly a fatal proposition if you happen to be a priest.  But only if you’re a priest. 

    I have been assured it will work out by two political theorists and a celestial entity.  I don’t know what I’ll do if they’re wrong, but I’m trying really hard to trust them. 

    So, Temples.  Problem solved?  Dealt with?  Addressed, certainly, and mailed to Nowhere on the Shadow Express.  “When it absolutely, positively, has to be lost forever.” 

    Now I get to sit by the sand table, watch the slow advance of the an oncoming army, and wonder. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 6th Day of Oloniskir, Year of the Yamesh 

      

    See what happens when you make nice roads?  People march armies along them. 

    For the past three days, I’ve been fast-tracking some tunnels and windows.  To the left and right of Bridgefort, the mountainsides have been developing what I can only call an observation gallery.  It’s like a loggia, or recessed balcony, but with a lot of narrow pillars.  I guess it’s more like a long row of arrow-slits, close-spaced.  People still won’t climb the mountain and crawl in, but it provides a lot of observation space, as well as a place to launch more arrows. 

    Why?  Because my altar ego loves an audience. 

    We are definitely going to have an audience.  Word went out that we would be attacked on the 7th day, but not to worry about it.  Bridgefort would handle it.  Keep an eye out for individuals or small groups sneaking in along mountain trails, but otherwise keep on about your business.  Warriors have been posted in each town, alarms arranged, and responses planned. 

    To be fair, if someone does sneak into the valley to cause trouble behind the lines, they don’t need me to handle it. I’m told I’ll be allowed to handle anything I want.  Damn gracious of them. 

    The rumor, however, is that the avatar of the Lord of Fire and Shadow will be acting as champion of the valley.  I already hunted up a suit of armor for Uncle Dusty’s avatar.  I also made costume replicas of Firebrand, my saber, and my cloak.  None of this was magical, though.  He would march out in the same outfit I wear.  Nobody had to know he wasn’t me.  Besides, he’s a god.  He’s allowed to have as many avatars as he likes, right?  Who’s going to tell him he can’t? 

    I just realized something.  He has a cloning tank in a specially-designed divinity dynamo.  Maybe he can have as many avatars as he likes. 

    I believe I’ll adopt the Scarlett O’Hara gambit.  I’ll think about that tomorrow. 

    The point being, we have a lot of people who want to watch, so I’m manually pushing the loggia along, creating more spectator space.  While I sympathize with the impulse, I’m not sure I understand the decision.  If a celestial entity is about to get into a fight, don’t you want to be as far away from the scene as possible?  Is this like people wanting to watch when a fireworks factory catches fire?  Don’t they know it’s going to explode? 

    Maybe I’m just weird.

  


   
    Tauta, 7th Day of Palasniskir 

      

    All right, maybe I can do this. 

    By day, I can find things to occupy my time.  I have breakfast or dinner with Leisel, depending on her mood.  What Leisel wants, Leisel gets.  And she’s very good about telling me what she wants, so I can generally satisfy her desires.  For example, the castle’s privies are now working perfectly.  I’m quite the handyman. 

    —what did you think I meant? 

    She’s also collected a number of criminals and potential spies.  I gave them a midnight eyeball and turned a few loose.  The rest I’m keeping for later.  I have to get “volunteers” for my bliss-addiction experiments somewhere, after all, and this seems like a better place to keep them than a voidstation.  They could all starve to death before I get around to them, or die of old age.  There’s no telling what the time differential will be like. 

    I wonder.  Is there a relation between the size of a Firmament and the range of the possible random fluctuations in time differential?  Earthlines aren’t the same thing as the voidworlds, having a different sort of separation from the Void.  But voidworlds have to have a Firmament of some sort.  At least, all the ones I’ve seen have one.  How large are they?  I may go check on this after the angel containment issues. 

    For most of the days, I get in physical practice at killing people.  It does me good to sharpen my skills.  It also does everyone else good to become better warriors.  If the local version of war involves a lot of personal, individual battles—and the locals just plain refuse to fight as an army—then each individual warrior needs to be as skilled as possible. 

    One wing of the hospital is now strictly for warriors.  The beds have some additional functions.  It’s not quite the same as what I did for Tessera, but it’s similar.  They go to sleep at night with a groan and wake up refreshed and healed and hungry.  And, strangely enough, what was so darn difficult yesterday doesn’t seem quite so hard today.  It’s like their nervous systems are helped to be a bit more adaptive, much like Jim’s nervous system was.  Not to that degree, of course, and not constantly.  They’re simply learning faster than they thought they could.  Things are clicking into place more easily.  They “get it” more quickly. 

    I’m not explaining.  Let them rejoice in the miracle and go pray to the God of Battles, the Lord of Warriors.  He can have the credit. 

    At night, I leave.  Typically, I either stop by Iowa to play with Gus and find some dinner, or I switch the time-tickers around so Iowa runs fast.  Tick-tock, tick-tock, and now it’s morning and I can have another day on the field. 

    This also speeds up Phoebe’s world, since Tauta ticks it along.  I’m still waiting for her to call.  I’m wondering if I should shift it to the end of the time-ticker line, let her have a year or so tomorrow and get to the point where she needs me for something.  Or maybe to the point where she misses me enough to call. 

    Which brings up something I don’t want to talk about.  Maybe it’ll be good say it out loud.  I don’t know.  Sometimes you don’t want to talk about something because if you say anything, it’s like giving it power, making it real.  Other times, it’s best to talk about it, to define it and kill it, like dropping nerve gas into a hive of giant ants.  I don’t know which one this is. 

    I’m psychic.  Sometimes I have impressions, feelings, maybe even hints about the future.  I can’t say for sure, but the feeling is there.  As a result, when I have a peculiar feeling about what is to come, it might be true.  Trouble is, I don’t know how to tell whether it’s a real, valid premonition or not.  What’s the difference between a prophetic vision of the future and a bad dream about my worries?  How do I tell? 

    I have this feeling… 

    I keep thinking about Phoebe.  I keep thinking about how I miss her.  I worry about her, and hope she’s doing well, and my altar ego assures me she’s okay.  I don’t ask for details and he doesn’t supply them. 

    But… there’s still this feeling 

    Am I ever going to see Phoebe again? 

    No, I’m sure I will, but… is this… am I done?  I saved a baby.  I turned her loose on a world.  She’s her own person, out and about and doing her thing.  So, success? I guess?  Am I done, now?  Do I shut up and go away and leave it all behind?  Is that what I’m supposed to do?  Just let her go off and live her life while I go off and live mine? 

    Is that what parenting is?  Raise them, train them, and let them go? 

    Is this a vision of the future?  Or only what I’m afraid of? 

    Oh, damn.  Maybe it’s both. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 7th Day of Oloniskir, Year of the Yamesh 

      

    And on the seventh day, I spake unto god, saying, “Okay, what’s the story with the encampment?” 

    And god said unto me, “They cut down a lot of trees to make clear space, set up camp, and, as far as I can tell, they’re just sitting around, resting.  The road was good, but it was still a long way to come in a short time.  My bet is they plan to start the formalities in the morning.” 

    “Seems reasonable,” I agreed.  Nobody else had anything to say.  Well, it was awkward.  Two guys in the black armor, virtually identical?  It had to be disconcerting, maybe even discomforting, possibly discombobulating. 

    “We’ll keep a close eye on things tonight,” I went on.  “I don’t trust them not to be sneaky, despite the rules of warfare.  They may not get the warriors as a whole to agree to suspend the rules laid down by law and tradition, but they could get a fair number of them to be more faithful than honorable, if you take my meaning.” 

    “We are prepared,” Leisel replied.  “All our warriors are warned and watchful.  Signals are set, both magical and mundane.  If any would invade us, they will find us ready.” 

    I wondered if I would finally get to shout “The beacons are lit!”  Probably not, but you never know. 

    “Good,” I said, instead.  “Every town has someone on wand duty?” 

    “Assuredly.” 

    “Hazir?  Any questions about the dispositions of enemy forces?” 

    “No, Mazhani.  The table has provided an excellent reference.” 

    “Then I don’t know what else to do until they present themselves,” I admitted.  “I don’t suppose they might try to blockade us at the bridge?” 

    “They cannot,” Hazir assured me.  “They cannot afford the time.  I have no doubt the wizards in their company have reported the news of the Temples.  The fact they have continued with their approach means they do not care.  These priests believe themselves to be the last bastion of the true faith, destined to win.  Not can a siege serve them.  They must achieve a victory to prove themselves right.” 

    “I agree,” my altar ego offered.  “They know they have to do this in short order.  If they delay, they lose.  I’m not sure the priests approved of even waiting until morning.” 

    “They arrived in the late afternoon,” I agreed.  “While priests might have been happy to start things, the warriors—the Firsts, anyway—should have sense enough to put their armored foot down.  You don’t march so far and immediately get into a fight if you can help it.  Since the bridge acts as a choke point in both directions, this is an ideal spot for them to camp, rest up, and kick things off in a civilized fashion in the morning.” 

    “With possible exceptions,” Leisel reminded me. 

    “And you’re ready for infiltrators.  I’ll be watching, too.” 

    “And I,” Uncle Dusty added.  “Nobody’s sneaking through the mountains without being spotted.” 

    “What more can we do?” Hazir asked. 

    “Nothing I know of,” Uncle Dusty told him.  “Go to bed.  Get some sleep.  The two of us will stand watch over the valley.” 

    “I, for one, will sleep soundly,” Leisel said, and headed off to bed.  Hazir hesitated until she was gone. 

    “Something on your mind, Hazir?” 

    “Yes.  If I may be so bold?” 

    “Of course.” 

    “There are two of you.” 

    “Yep,” we chorused. 

    “I find it uncomfortable.” 

    “How do you think I feel?” I answered.  “I’m in two places at once.  More, if you count being on the celestial plane while down here.” 

    “I had not considered that.” 

    “You’re not a priest,” Dusty answered.  “Don’t worry about it.  When this is all said and done, I’ll go back to the celestial realms and forsake the material world.  Then you can settle down to more mundane things like running a House with your step-mother.” 

    Hazir chuckled. 

    “I will endeavor to exceed your expectations.” 

    “It may be ironic,” I told him, “but I have faith in you.” 

      

    That night, the real avatar was in Bridgefort, standing in the entryway, waiting patiently for dawn and the lowering of the drawbridge.  I was atop the tower at the castle, casting a vampiric eye over the valley, looking for life signs and movement anywhere they shouldn’t be. 

    I found some.  Three groups of men were sneaking their way through the darkness toward Bridgefort.  Their paths would have them rendezvous on the road well short of Bridgefort’s western wall, but no surprises there.  You gather your forces, then strike. You don’t have them trickle in. Maybe you have too many to send in at once, so you assault in waves, but they didn’t have that problem. 

    My only questions were whether they would attempt to sneak over the wall, bluff their way past, or fight their way through.  Oh, and whether they would do so immediately or wait until events out front demanded more attention. 

    After a brief consultation with my boss—ha!—I headed downstairs, whistling cheerily.  Bronze was already in her statue and as blacked out as she could get.  We weren’t entirely silent as we galloped through the night, but the thud of her hoofbeats was felt farther than they were heard. 

    We came up on each group and stealthily moved into range.  The first group was only a dozen or so.  I tendril-touched them, drained vitality at a ferocious rate, and wasn’t subtle about it at all.  They knew something was amiss, but they didn’t know where it was coming from or what to do about it.  Shortly, they were too exhausted to run, so we drew closer and they collapsed even more quickly.  Group two went the same way. 

    Group three was a little smarter.  They tried to scatter, but this wasn’t as effective as they hoped.  As several tired individuals went their separate ways, lumbering slowly away at a jog, I could focus on only those few closest to me.  They dropped quickly, which meant Bronze could carry me in an expanding arc, encountering one or two at a time. 

    With nothing to distract me—such as a swordfight or running—I could focus on my tendrils, which meant the victims succumbed quickly.  It might have been different if they were priests, but I’m suddenly grateful for a caste system.  Bodies went thud in rapid succession. 

    It took longer to haul them all to Bridgefort than it did to take them down. 

    Once I had them there—and unhitched Bronze from the wagon I borrowed—I had a bit of an argument with my altar ego avatar.  I wanted to launch them over the wall like unguided manned missiles.  We didn’t have a suitable catapult, but I could stand on top of the wall and fling them, one by one.  Even during the day, I managed to pitch an armored man up over a wall.  At night, I was certain I could pitch them far enough to clear the gorge. 

    He didn’t like the idea.  His idea was more merciful—they got to live—but was, at the same time, much more cruel.  My way would surely kill them without granting them a warrior’s death, but they were supposed to be facing gods, not warriors, so they deserved it.  His way, they lived in humiliation for the rest of their lives. 

    “Look, if you just want to punish them, I can take them.  I need prisoners for my bliss-addiction experiments.” 

    “You can find those anywhere,” he countered.  “I need warriors of the Tassarian Empire in order to make an example out of them.  Besides, you’ve got a couple dozen prisoners in the castle.  You don’t need these.” 

    He had a good point.  We did it his way. 

    

  


   
    Tauta, 8th Day of Oloniskir, Year of the Yamesh 

      

    Man, that altar ego of mine can be unpleasant.  I wonder where he gets it? 

    With the majority of the infiltrated forces captured and suitably subdued, I toughed out a sunrise while my altar-ego-avatar stood on top of the wall.  He allowed me to tap into his senses, which was quite courteous of him, I thought. 

    On the other end of the bridge, nine warriors, three priests, three wizards, and a slew of minor servants waited.  Clearly, they anticipated what came next.  He opened his visor and shouted down about Champion’s Right.  They shouted back up how they acknowledged it.  With this assurance, he came down from the wall and went out across the bridge to meet them. 

    I thought the priests seemed disappointed.  The last time a force rolled up to my gate, we had a battle.  I wish I’d known to demand my right back then.  Things might have gone very differently.  Live and learn, I guess. 

    The priests were familiar only by their colors.  They wore yellow, sky-blue, and purple-blue robes—a triskarte of priests, for observing, judging, and the proper following of the forms.  They didn’t bring anyone in white, though. 

    As for the warriors, there were at least nine individual banners—quite a collection of bright, silky ribbons, all fluttering colorfully in the mountain breeze.  The armor was ornate, gilt, set with crystals or gems, and highly polished.  They gleamed and glinted in the early-morning sunshine. 

    I didn’t relish the notion of him having nine personal combats in a row.  During the day, I know I wouldn’t enjoy it.  If I was restricted to fighting fairly, I mean.  Wizards were watching, so any “miracles” couldn’t be magical ones without giving the priests evidence.  So, a sequence of nine fair fights in the sunlight, against professionals?  I didn’t like my odds. 

    This wasn’t the sort of war I was used to.  This was a ceremony.  Still, it was an impressive and beautiful display.  And a deadly one.  I knew the level of skill the Tassarian warrior elite could possess.  The regular soldiers might not be more than competent and efficient, but the ones in the fancy dress?  They were good.  Very good.  They were the best the Empire had to offer, and not to be taken lightly. 

    Dusty came out alone, without so much as a banner bearer.  The priests did the talking, either from an abundance of enthusiasm or from being the employer.  Maybe they do the talking whenever someone brings a priest to a swordfight.  I’m not sure.  They had their rituals, so maybe the warriors were simply waiting for their turn.  The attendants and the wizards watched.  I was glad he wasn’t wearing anything magical.  There was nothing for the wizards to see. 

    It was nice we had a killing ground.  With the removal of the ridge beyond the bridge, a nice, open area extended half a mile or more to the treeline.  This made it easier to roll a ram up toward us—a straight line instead of a dogleg—but it vastly increased our line of sight and ability to launch projectiles. 

    Once my altar avatar reached the killing ground, the priests began a formal recitation of the ritual formulae.  These included the naming of the various forces against us, a plea for us to surrender, and so on.  The whole thing was lengthy, ceremonial, and drier than a cow’s skull in the desert.  I was yawning halfway through it.  I cleaned up my sunrise mess and headed for one of the towers by the gate, where I could also watch through a window. 

    “What say you?” the yellow-robe concluded.  His expression reminded me of other predatory creatures I have known. 

    For answer, my double gestured.  The inner doors of the Bridgefort opened. 

    Yes, we now have doors in back of the drawbridge.  It seemed like a good idea.  You lower the drawbridge, or someone breaches it.  They still have a short tunnel and another set of doors before they’re inside.  In the tunnel, we can pour, drop, and rain down things they would rather we didn’t.  The doors make them stop there and take it.  Or go back.  Either one is fine. 

    So the doors opened and a troop of forty men and women came out.  They wore no clothes, only sacks with holes cut in them for head and arms. 

    It was a long night, last night, getting this display ready.  Stripping unconscious people wasn’t hard, but my job was a trifle more involved. 

    My altar avatar—altavatar?—did the cutting, removing thumbs, little fingers, big toes, and eyes.  I did my spell to tell their bodies This is normal.  Once my spell affected them, there would be no regenerating.  Most magical healing spells tell the body to fix the problem and amplify its ability to do so.  In this case, the body didn’t think there was anything to fix.  No wizard was going to fix them without sculpting new bits or copying someone else’s. 

    Considering the evolution of the gods of Tauta, I doubted any priest would be miraculously healing them, either.  Well, maybe one, if you count an avatar as a priest.  He’s a representative of the god, isn’t he?  I’m fuzzy on messianic nomenclature. 

    The crippled warriors staggered blindly, urged on by some of our warriors, stern-faced and grim.  Once they were all out the door and headed along the bridge, our warriors fell back and shut the doors again. 

    “Already your treachery is revealed,” my altavatar said, as the last of the examples stumbled off the bridge and into the care of horrified servants.  “These, your spies and saboteurs, were caught last night.  No longer are they warriors.  They are without honor.  Let them prove themselves as beggars until the end of their allotted span of days, when they shall be judged anew.” 

    Cold.  Stone cold.  I have some idea how warriors feel about their status in the caste system.  They regard themselves as near the top, a position reinforced by the Temple systems.  The Warrior isn’t far from the Ruler in the circles of the Temples. 

    Nobody had any immediate reply.  There was over a minute of fidgeting and shifting from foot to foot and whispered conferences while the brand-new beggars finished stumbling by.  The priests finally got their collective butts in gear. 

    “You presume to judge as a god,” said the spokesman.  Spokespriest?  Mouthpiece?  The guy in the yellow robe.  The leader.  “Your presumption is blasphemy.” 

    “Your presumption is to challenge a god,” he answered, gently. 

    “Blasphemy!  Heresy!” 

    “By your faith, perhaps, but you cannot prove what is not true.” 

    “We know the truth!” snapped the purple-robed priest.  “We will prove you false!” 

    “Not today.” 

    “Enough of this!  Do you defend the valley of La Mancha and the House of Lucard?” 

    “They serve me, so defend them I shall.  I advise against a challenge.  This is about gods, not about warriors.” 

    The priest waved a hand in a curt, dismissive gesture and turned to the first of the warriors behind him. 

    “Stand forth!” he commanded.  The warrior, clearly, did not appreciate the preemptory manner, but strode to the edge of the killing ground. 

    “I will stand as champion for the Temple of Escariesh,” he stated, loud and clear. 

    “Very well.  What is your name?” 

    “I am Lanion.” 

    “I forgive you, Lanion, for you are misled.  Let us begin.” 

    A minute passed as everyone else stepped back, away from the most level part of the open area at the end of the bridge.  Lanion’s retainers helped him with his shield, brought him his sword, all the usual things.  He wore no belts, no cloak, only armor and a shield.  He lowered the ornate visor, hiding his face behind an animalistic mask. 

    My altavatar simply stood, waiting, sword sheathed, until Lanion was ready. 

    The priest in charge shouted, “Begin!” 

    “You will not,” my altavatar said, softly. Lanion froze.  I don’t think the others could hear him.  “You are misled by priests who claim to speak for the gods.  Now you know the voice of a god, and you will heed it, though these priests do not. I tell you the truth:  These priests to whom you give your trust are not worthy of it.” 

    That Voice tends to go straight into the brain, find something fundamental, and echo there for a while.  It’s a disconcerting sensation and I daresay an unforgettable one. 

    I was struck by a realization.  It was a lot like what Alden did.  The echo reminded me of the way his rosary beads harmonized and reinforced his power.  Admittedly, his techniques were more subtle, maybe more well-developed, more practiced, but similar.  Then again, there were a lot of unpleasant similarities between the things I do and the things Alden does.  If I grabbed a thousand different tektites, would one of them resonate like a wineglass to the note of my altar ego’s power? 

    I wanted to worry about Phoebe right then, but, dammit, I was in the middle of something.  I’d poke my celestial spy later. 

    Speaking of spies, I was momentarily distracted.  Seeing through my altavatar’s eyes is really a side sensation, kind of like imagining a scene when you close your eyes.  I can ignore it and pay attention to things going on around me.  In this case, I had a detection alert pinging me, notifying me of a scrying spell’s sensor in range. 

    I looked around.  It wasn’t out front, so I checked through a rear window of the tower.  I spotted it hovering over the courtyard of Bridgefort. 

    And me without my crystal rifle!  The perfect opportunity to test the thing under field conditions and I was missing it!  I muttered angrily and went down through the tower to fetch it. 

    Meanwhile, Lanion and my altavatar talked.  Lanion threw down his sword and shield, pulled off his helm, and went to one knee before him.  Lanion held out his helm. 

    “Forgive me, zeitan.  I knew not what you were.” 

    My altavatar took the helm in one hand and laid the other on Lanion’s head.  He remained like that for a moment. 

    “Keep your station and your arms.  Did I not grant you forgiveness before you even began?”  He removed his hand from Lanion’s head.  “Rise and go your way.  You no longer belong here.” 

    “I hear, zeitan, and I obey.”  He rose to his feet and accepted the proffered helm.  He didn’t put it on, but carried it under one arm.  He gestured for his attendants to collect his sword and shield as he marched smartly away. 

    Meanwhile, I found my crystal rifle and a window.  I sighted in on the scrying sensor.  When the targeting line intersected the sensor, the anti-scrying gun discharged automatically, unloading the reinforcing charge into the spell, then the main blasting charge. 

    Somewhere on the far side of the bridge, way on down the road, toward the rear of the assembled forces, there was a bright flash.  It was easily visible in the early-morning sunlight.  A sharp crack of thunder shook distant trees and a cloud of dust rose briefly before being sucked upward by a column of hot air and smoke.  Birds screamed angrily as they rose from the forest, flapping away in all directions.  Screams continued after the blast. 

    I mentally ticked the “success” box.  With any luck, all but three of their wizards were clustered around somebody’s crystal ball when it blew up. 

    This was less startling and far less concerning to the priests than what just happened in the challenge.  Their guy not only surrendered without a blow being struck, but darn near switched sides!  And now, now this black-armored, arrogant son of bitch was standing there, casually, insolently, even calmly!  He was waiting for them to send the next challenger so he could send him home, along with all the attendant forces he stood for! 

    If I’d been a priest, I’d have given up on the spot.  But I view religion differently than most people, and I don’t understand fanatics.  Faithful.  I mean “faithful.”  Or do I?  I mean people who won’t consider any sort of argument or evidence that contradicts any part of what they already believe.  Is that faith?  Or fanaticism?  I’m not sure. 

    Whatever it is, they had it.  The three priests in charge of the ceremonial dueling ritual huddled together, discussed, had words with some extremely disturbed-looking wizards, and huddled again, this time with the eight assembled champions.  Dusty stood there and waited, a black statue with a blank, tinted visor. 

    I love these helmets.  They’re better than mirrorshades when you want people to wonder what you’re thinking. 

    With three wizards standing there, I didn’t feel comfortable spying on the conversation, and my altavatar’s ears aren’t as good as my own.  Still, I could see faces as they spoke and hear some of the more forceful words and phrases. 

    My impression was the priests wanted to forego the whole challenge portion of the exercise and move on to the direct assault, while the warriors were arguing against this.  It seemed to me the warriors weren’t as hard-set against the idea as they could be.  I’m not sure if they were thinking Lanion was unfairly influenced by arcane forces—the priests did not have the wizards over for this discussion—or if they were more concerned about actually facing a god, no matter what assurances the priests offered. 

    At last, the warriors, by dint of perseverance, determination, and stubborn insistence on tradition, got their way.  The priests grudgingly allowed another champion to square off against my altavatar.  This next guy buckled on his shining shield, lowered his bird-faced visor, and took his sword in hand before advancing into the fighting ground.  He gleamed in the early-morning sun. 

    “What is your name?” asked my altavatar. 

    “I am Kelendor, and I stand as champion for the Temple of Argesh.” 

    “Understand,” my altavatar replied, raising his voice for everyone, “this is the last warning I will give, and the last mercy I will show.  After this, all who still fail to see the truth will be punished.” 

    “I understand,” Kelendor replied, taking a guard position and advancing cautiously. 

    I liked his footwork.  He carefully kept his weight centered, ready to move in any direction.  His approach was graceful and he knew his business. 

    My altavatar raised one black-gauntleted hand over his head, made a fist, and brought it down to shoulder level.  A bolt of something dark blasted down from the bright blue sky.  This photo-negative stroke of lightning hit Kelendor much as a normal lightning bolt would, and with similar effect.  There was a clap of thunder and he went down with a rattling clang, smoking slightly. 

    So, this is what you’ve been saving up for! I accused. 

    Not this exactly, he replied, smugly, but I’ve been worried I might have to pull off big miracles—things on a grand scale.  These personal-scale things are easier.  It also helps that I’m charging my avatar in between.  He already brought a huge charge along from the reactor world he was in, so I don’t have to worry about piping it in remotely. 

    Huh?  How does that work? 

    You know how you try to pull power through a gate and it either gets absorbed by the gate or burns it out? 

    Yes. 

    When I’m moving power from one world to another, it takes a lot of power to do the moving.  I lose most of it.  But my new avatar is like bringing a power crystal—an enormous one.  You can bring a giant crystal battery through a gate, but routing power through it doesn’t work well, if at all. 

    I see.  And your avatar is also a battery for saving up power here.  When you’re not doing something miraculous, you can dump all the reactor power into him—minus the losses for cross-universe transmission? 

    Pretty much.  Most of the energy the locals produce is going into maintaining him and my connection to him.  The trickles of energy from the reactors are charging him and making up any difference between maintenance costs and local power supply. 

    Okay, maybe you were correct about being the right person for the job. 

    Divine infallibility, he offered.  I snorted.  He chuckled. 

    After a pause for effect, he moved to kneel by the supine form of Kelendor.  With the bird-faced visor open, Kelendor could be seen to breathe.  A moment or two of ministering to him and the felled warrior blinked awake. 

    “You have lost.  There is no shame in this, but renown, for you faced that which you cannot defeat, yet survived.”  Dusty raised his voice, pitching it to carry.  “Go your way as the last survivor of these challenges.” 

    Kelendor rolled over, pushed himself to his knees, fell over, and tried again.  When he made it to his knees and stayed upright, he removed his helm.  He held it out, head bowed, offering it to Dusty. 

    “No.  It is still yours, for as long as you are worthy of it.  Go.” 

    “I go, Lord of Fire and Shadow.” 

    He did not don the helm again, but beckoned to his retainers.  They gathered sword and shield before helping him to his feet.  He swayed and staggered, but successfully walked from the field under his own steam. 

    While Kelendor was being struck by shadow lightning, some messengers from farther back in the enemy lines come up to report.  Nobody liked what they had to say, but it hit the wizards the hardest.  Someone probably sent them to report on the loss of all the other wizards—assuming they had more than four in the first place, of course. 

    The triskarte of priests had a brief word with the observing trio of wizards and did not like the clear negative the wizards gave in answer.  This wasn’t some powerful wizard backing a warrior.  This wasn’t magic as they understood it.  These were forces beyond the ken of mortals—which makes it your problem, priest! 

    I infer the last part from the way three wizards thereafter trooped away as rapidly as dignity would permit.  They wanted nothing to do with this and were prepared to flatly refuse. 

    With all this coming together at once, the priests graciously granted the defending champion some time to rest.  At least, that’s how they framed it.  Everyone on their side went back to the encampment and, I presume, argued heatedly in private. 

    My altavatar simply stood there, at the end of the bridge, and waited like a statue.  His statue.  The one in Linranion.  No red flecks in the black armor, though.  Still, it was close enough, especially when he cupped his hands and generated a crimson light inside them, shining on and reflecting from his tinted faceplate.  I hope the visual wasn’t wasted.  They probably hadn’t seen the new statue, but maybe they’d got a good description from someone. 

    “Any idea which way they’re going to jump?” I muttered. 

    Not yet.  It depends on how many of the warriors are in this for the money and how many are in it for their religious convictions. 

    “You do know I still have nothing to do, right?” 

    Look, he tried, sounding a little exasperated.  Right now, you’re waiting for me to finish so you can go do mind your own business.  I can’t rush them.  This has to play out in its own time.  But if anything happens to me, if something goes horribly sideways, you will be the one in charge.  Then you can do anything you damn well please.  Can you be patient for just a little longer?  Long enough to see how this turns out before doing anything irrevocable? 

    “Just so we’re on the same page,” agreed, and found myself a quiet spot to work.  With all the attention here, at Bridgefort, maybe we were neglecting something important elsewhere in the valley.  It was worth a look. 

      

    No such luck.  On the other hand, it did keep me occupied while the Temple forces sorted out their theological issues. 

    In light of recent developments, less than half of the warriors—three out of the remaining seven groups—were willing to see the war through.  Maybe it was the money, maybe it was the religious conviction, maybe it was their sense of honor to carry out a contract.  Whatever their reasons, three champions remained. 

    Quite a few of their men did not.  Of the three contingents ordered to stay, more than a few warriors elected to seek their fortunes elsewhere.  Oh, a few men from each of the groups packing to leave decided they wouldn’t back down, but the majority was all too willing to head home. 

    Since Leisel came out to see how things were going, I asked her about it. 

    “Do not think they are cowards for abandoning this campaign,” she told me.  “They are not.  One cannot live as a warrior and be a coward.” 

    “Okay, if you say so,” I allowed, thinking of my own tendency to chicken out of anything I could reasonably chicken out of.  “What’s the story with the people running away?” 

    “Is not the other you also a god?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “They have no power over the gods.  It is not theirs to do.  It is a… hmm.  They will challenge any other warrior, or slay any beast, or enter combat any mortal foe.  Theirs is the right of arms, and wielding that power is their duty and privilege.  But the workings of the gods?  Priests have that responsibility.”  She shrugged.  “If the will of the gods carries a priest beyond the walls of the Temples, what of it?  Let the priests pray and make sacrifice and attempt to intercede with the Powers.” 

    “And the fact he’s a material being, physically present?” 

    “Not all the warriors have departed,” she pointed out.  Her lips quirked in a rueful smile.  “Not everyone understands their place, nor believes in the incarnation of gods.  Sometimes, I think there should be a time at warmeets to sit and discuss the purpose and function of the warrior caste, not only the ways and means.” 

    “I agree.” 

    We circled through the Bridgefort, headed up, and found ourselves a spot atop one of the towers overlooking the gate.  My altavatar still stood down there, ignoring minor things like bright sunlight, a hot day, and total immobility.  At least there was a good wind through the gorge.  It cooled things down and carried away most of the smell from the wall decorations. 

    Must be nice, being a real avatar, I noted. 

    It has its perks, as you should appreciate. 

    My unfried feet thank you from the bottom of their soles. 

      

    It was nearly noon before the triskarte returned, along with their three champions. 

    “You stand as champion for the House of Lucard?” asked the yellow-robe. 

    “I am the Lord of Fire and Shadow, the Master of Secrets,” he stated.  “Today, I defend the valley of La Mancha and the House of Lucard.  Who will you send to their death because you will not heed the words of a god?” 

    “I am Rexan,” said one of the warriors, “and I will do battle with you.”  He lowered his visor and attendants armed him.  He advanced to the killing ground.  A priest shouted to begin. 

    Rexan disintegrated.  He blew backward in bits, like a sand castle hit with a firehose.  The process—the messy, bloody, organ-filled process—took about four seconds.  The bubbling scream was awful, audible even over the sound of shearing metal as his armor and equipment disintegrated, too.  The debris, a wedge-shaped smear of what had once been a person and his equipment, might have been worse. 

    My altavatar never moved.  He didn’t so much as lift his sword.  He didn’t even speak.  He stood in exactly the same position he’d been in since the previous fight. 

    That did it.  The two remaining warriors looked at the priests.  The priests were busy staring at a hundred square meters of shredded remains.  There wasn’t even a pair of smoking boots left intact.  The warriors glanced at each other, advanced to the killing ground, and removed their helms.  You can’t fight something that kills you by looking at you.  Ergo, this was a priest problem, not a warrior problem. 

    Moments later, helms tucked under their arms, the warriors were on their way back to the camp to pack up and go home.  The priests huddled off to one side, having a semi-quiet discussion. 

    The wizards went back to camp some time ago.  I risked a scrying spell on the triskarte.  A spell with a surge protector. 

    “—can’t have a war without warriors!” 

    “This is heresy!  There are no other gods!” 

    “Tell him that!  He’s not using magic!” 

    “Can we be sure?  What if the wizards are part of this?  One claims to have discovered the power of the gods.  What if they are trying to take over the Empire?” 

    “That rumor started well after this heresy began!” 

    “That’s not the point!  What do we do?” 

    “What can we do, you mean!” 

    “We can—we can…” 

    An angry, awkward silence descended.  It’s never a pleasant thing when a hard-held and cherished belief starts to crack.  The major question is how much daylight you see through the crack before you break through?  Or do you wait until the whole thing comes crumbling down and buries you in the rubble? 

    “You!” shouted the yellow robe.  “Heretic!” 

    My altavatar failed to acknowledge the hail. 

    “I’m speaking to you, blasphemer!” 

    “How can one be a heretic when he speaks the truth?” Dusty replied. 

    “You are not a god!” he screamed. 

    Bad move.  I don’t like being screamed at.  Dusty doesn’t like it, either.  And, well, we were in the position of trying to impose a brand-new divine will on the matrix of an existing religious institution.  It called for impressive displays. 

    My altavatar grew.  He swelled up, a foot taller every second and accelerating, like some cheap special effect.  No, like a very expensive special effect.  You don’t get that sort of perfection without a lot of costly CGI or some expert camera trickery. 

    At the end of a minute, he was looking down at them from about a hundred feet high.  They said nothing.  It’s hard to talk with your mouth open like that.  Their jaws stayed where they were, but the rest of their heads tilted backward, straining their necks like theological Pez dispensers. 

    A foot came up.  It blotted out the sun.  Two priests dove out of the way, but yellow-robe was frozen, either in terror or by some godlike power. 

    THUD! 

    The ground shook.  The squish was lost in the thunder-rumble of the impact. 

    He drew back his foot and stood there, leaving a deep, red-stained footprint through the thin dirt and into the stone.  He glared down at the remaining priests of the triskarte and they ran, screaming.  He turned his head to look at the encampment. 

    “WE  WILL BE PATIENT NO LONGER,” he boomed.  In front of him, trees shivered for over a mile, shedding leaves.  People slapped hands over their ears, screaming inaudibly.  Small animals fell dead on the spot.  Larger animals—horses and people, for example—crouched down, huddling in on themselves, making themselves small. Small stones rattled down the sides of the mountains.  The dust of the earth vibrated. “YOU HAVE HAD YOUR REVELATION AND YOUR FINAL WARNING.  HEED THEM BOTH, FOR THE PATIENCE OF GODS IS NOT TO BE TESTED.” 

    With that, he faded away, turning translucent, transparent, and gone. 

    I was impressed.  I can’t even imagine how anyone else felt. 

    “Maybe you should have led with that?” I suggested.  Leisel looked at me quizzically.  She heard it all, of course, but the power was directed away from us.  Everyone heard it—everyone in the valley heard it—but the more dramatic effects were aimed at the encampment. 

    “I was talking to myself,” I told her.  “Excuse me.” 

    If I’d led with that, he replied, it wouldn’t have been effective.  A giant is just another really big target to a warrior—a monster to overcome, like a dinosaur.  They look forward to that kind of challenge!  I had to remove the warrior support from the priests and change the dynamic.  It had to stop being a military matter where warriors could play a part.  The priests had to be stuck with an undeniable priest problem, and only a priest problem.  Only then could one of the gods reveal his divine aspect.  In their worldview, anyway. 

    I think I see, I answered, slowly.  They don’t speak to their gods.  At least, their gods don’t speak to them.  The priests just wave the incense, throw the bones, read the entrails, whatever, and interpret it as the will of the gods. 

    Yep!  Of course, around here, they had no referents for how the gods would actually talk to them.  Their gods aren’t really capable of that sort of thing, much less putting in an appearance. 

    So you had to overwhelm the mortal methods of conflict resolution—the courts of the Empire, then the warriors—until there was nothing left but direct communication of gods and priests. 

    Exactly so.  If I’d shown up at a city and done giant stomping things at a Temple, the whole city would have been in on it—warriors, wizards, you name it.  And they might have won!  I’m not an omnipotent being, remember. 

    I remember.  How are you doing on local power levels, now? 

    Let’s just say I hope we’re done. 

    How will you know? 

    We’ll wait a couple of weeks.  Even if there are holdouts who won’t believe, there’s no one left in the Temples of Balastada and Ti-Reddesh to oppose us.  When these people get back to the places they came from, the stories they’ll tell will make everyone glad I have highly selective aim.  They might even be smug, since they had the good sense to be on the winning side ahead of time. 

    That last part was what the Council of Law was all about? 

    Not all.  Just some.  With a majority of the Temples able to say, “We picked the right side,” I could unleash almost any horror.  The result should be, “I’m glad he’s on my side!”  Someday, it might even be, “I’m glad I’m on his side.” 

    It almost seems inspired. 

    Divinely inspired? he asked. 

    No, now that I think about it, just shrewd.  What happens if things don’t go the way you think? 

    I’ll have weeks—weeks here—to charge up a new avatar. 

    Good point.  Speaking of avatars, where’s the original? 

    I kind of used it up. 

    Need me to supervise the new clone? 

    No, I’ve got it covered.  But thanks!  I appreciate the thought. 

    No problem. 

    I turned to Leisel. 

    “I think the war is over.” 

    “I should think so,” she agreed, faintly.  The encampment beyond the killing ground was in utter disarray.  People were still curled up on the ground.  Others were weeping.  A few were lying, unmoving, possibly unconscious, possibly dead.  Animals were either lying down and shivering or running panicked through the woods.  No uncontrolled fires, though. 

    “Maybe we should send some people to help,” I suggested. 

    “I’ll see to it immediately.”  She hurried down to give the necessary orders.  I remained in the tower, watching the mess and wondering. 

    Wondering what?  Wondering if this was my cue to leave.  Everything seems… under control?  Sorted out?  Relatively stable? 

    I just can’t shake the feeling this is too good to be true.  Something bad is going to happen.  I don’t know what or why or how, but it will. 

    Maybe my altar ego is right.  Maybe I’m afraid things are going too well.  Maybe I have a hard time letting go.  Maybe I’m too used to having problems stacked up and waiting for me.  Maybe I’m too used to being—or, at least, feeling—needed.  I’ve got enough personal issues for a subscription to Unpopular Psychology. 

    On the other hand, maybe I’m a low-grade psychic and half-assed time traveler with a nasty premonition. 

    I really hope this is a psychological problem, not a psychic one.  Still, as my altar ego keeps telling me, it’s not my problem.  Not anymore.  I’m always happy to help, but he keeps telling me to mind my own business. 

    I suspect this is his way of encouraging me to get on with larger issues. 

      

    There wasn’t really much left to do, all things considered.  The track of the Empire was headed toward reunification and reformation.  The valley and everyone in it was safe from systematic violence.  The House of Lucard was established and—if people had any sense at all—not to be trifled with. 

    Could I stay and work on more stuff?  I’m sure I could.  But the automated functions forming the roads would keep running for another week.  The castle had the model version and Leisel had the key-wand to make any changes she wanted.  The under-harbor was open for business.  Now all we needed was ships of our own, but Leisel could handle that. 

    I worried a little about the elevators, but I gave detailed drawings and a couple of miles of enchanted, self-repairing cable to Hazir.  He’s not an engineer, but he knows people who understand waterwheel construction.  They’ll figure it out. 

    Phoebe is doing her thing, living her life.  I’m not interfering, aside from kicking her Uncle Dusty into the role of guardian angel.  He’s better equipped for it.  I make a better guardian demon.  Between the two of us, maybe it’ll all turn out okay. 

    Damn it, I’m out of excuses. 

    It’s time to say my farewells, collect my bliss-addict victims—excuse me, “test subjects.”  It’s time to collect them, haul them off to a voidstation, and get set for a long stint as Mad Scientist. 

      

    And here I thought I could breeze out.  Leisel had half a dozen minor issues for me to settle.  Hazir had some questions about the House.  Even Bronze wanted to know if she should give driving lessons to someone so they could use her truck while we were out. 

    I’m surprised.  Bronze doesn’t particularly like to share her clothes with strangers.  I told her not to bother.  They would run out of fuel all too soon.  Without her, it wasn’t a practical vehicle in any sense. 

    I have a sneaking suspicion my altar ego gave people hints I might not be coming back.  He’s right.  I might not.  I probably will, though, if only because they ask me to.  I might even miss one or two of them enough to drop in.  More likely, I’ll show up to look for Phoebe and Gus.  Gus likes it here. 

    I fielded everything they threw at me, answered all their questions or referred them to the sand table and Dusty.  There was just one more thing to do before I left, and Leisel was insistent about it.  It took all afternoon, too. 

    I’m beginning to think she likes me.  She still wore her chain around her waist, though. 

      

    The night was young, less than an hour after sunset, before we had the prisoner chain lined up.  Velina took charge of them in the courtyard for me.  They were kept in line by iron collars.  A short rod with cuffs on each end was attached to the link in front of each collar, forcing the arms in close to the body and the hands up near the face.  A short chain also connected the ankles, reducing them to a shuffle.  I didn’t mind.  They weren’t going for a long walk. 

    They were pretty subdued and listlessly obedient.  Still, just in case, Velina carried a long rod.  At one end, there were a number of leather thongs, like a lash.  The other end tapered to a point.  When I came out to the courtyard, she had them lined up and ready to go anywhere I wanted. 

    Velina may not talk much—not around me, anyway—but she communicates extremely effectively. 

    “All ready?” I asked.  Velina did the unfolding-hand gesture as a salute and grunted an affirmative. 

    “Good,” I answered.  “Into the barn with them, please.” 

    She turned to look at the poor bastard at the front of the chain.  None of them were clean, happy, or well-fed, but a comfortable dungeon is counterproductive.  He started shuffling immediately, without further prompting.  The whole line slowly lurched into motion, like a line of cars at a slow traffic light.  Velina led them into the barn. 

    Bronze stood by the door, as a horse, watching them intently.  I found it interesting the prisoners paid her less attention than they gave to Velina.  Rumors of godlike power are one thing.  A tough woman with a stick is a reality.  Bronze gave them the reddish, glowing-eyes stare, too.  She was amused at their attitude. 

    We pressed them up along one wall, folding the line back when we ran out of wall.  I marked off an area of floor for the transport, aiming for the prisoner hallway in the Spherestation.  Since it curved a bit, there were some interesting geometrical conversions involved. 

    “Thank you, Velina.  You’ve been a great help.  I can take it from here.” 

    “If you please, no,” she replied, looking me squarely in the breastbone. 

    “No?” 

    “I will go.” 

    “I can’t allow that.” 

    “Why not?” 

    I wanted to simply snap back the answer, but it was a surprisingly good question. 

    “This is not your job,” I tried. 

    “My job is to serve you,” she pointed out, glancing at one of the prisoners.  He swallowed hard and tried not to look terrified.  “You will need a jailer.” 

    My first impulse was to deny her again, but my uncommon sense raised a point.  If I’m going to be a full-time vampire while dealing with angels, would I have time to see to the care and feeding of prisoners?  Or was I going to do all my research on bliss-addiction first, then focus only on angels?  Or would they be concurrent and overlapping projects?  Eventually, I’d want to stuff an angel in a living person, not merely an empty clone, so I’ll need to do the bliss-addiction experiments afterward, which means someone needs to feed and clean the animals.  What if I needed a living person to handle some angelic radiation?  I can sizzle in the light of celestial beings, but it doesn’t bother living humans.  I’m confident, with proper preparation, I can shield someone from angelic possession, too. 

    How bad would it be to have a human assistant? 

    No, better question:  How bad could it get without a human assistant? 

    Normally, I’d ask Phoebe for help, but she has her own projects.  And Velina was volunteering.  If nothing else, it would save me a lot of R&D on building an Igor. 

    “Have you been talking to the sand table?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “I see.” 

    This is your doing, isn’t it? I asked. 

    Not entirely.  Where you go, she wants to go.  I had nothing to do with that. 

    You expect me to believe she’s volunteering to accompany me into strange worlds just so she can be helpful? 

    Yes. 

    I didn’t know what to say. 

    And you haven’t…? 

    I haven’t. 

    Firebrand interjected, Boss, she really does want to go. 

    I thought it over some more, but I already knew I should let her come.  It might be dangerous, but she knew it and didn’t care.  And having her there might remind me to be a better person than I might otherwise be.  If I spend a year in solitude, playing Mad Scientist, with no real human interaction besides feeding and watering the animals— 

    The human test subjects.  Test subjects. 

    Yeah, maybe someone to regard as a human might be the most important thing she could do for me. 

    “All right,” I said, aloud, “on one condition.” 

    “Yes,” she stated, flatly. 

    “You don’t even know the condition.” 

    “I still agree.” 

    “You can’t agree to something if—never mind.  Here’s the thing.  If you feel you’re having a tough time of it in any way—if you are suffering, afraid, or tired—anything at all—you are to tell me immediately.  To assist me, you’re going to be dealing with places and forces a warrior has no business dealing with.  I want to know if you’re able—not willing.  Able—to deal with any task I assign you.  Understand?” 

    “Understood.  I agree.” 

    Still with some mental reservations, I resolved to keep a close eye on her.  She didn’t know what she was getting into. 

    Well, damn.  The same could be said for me. 

    I engaged the shift-spell and we vanished from the world. 

    

  


   
    Postscript 

      

    The voidstations are locked down.  The firmaments are dialed up to full power.  All the cloaking and stealth spells I normally use to hide from celestial scrutiny are on-line, along with some new ones.  I’ve done everything within my considerable power to make my two tiny universes as indetectable and impenetrable as it is possible to be. 

    Velina is armored against angelic influences and well-protected against celestial energies.  It took a lot of work, but it was also an opportunity to further refine some of my anti-celestial spells.  Maybe she won’t need it on the Spherestation, but I’d rather have her ready for trouble in advance. 

    On the Flatstation, I have two blank-minded clones ready, full-grown, covered in containment spells, and fastened down like an illustration from a how-to book on bondage.  I have more growing in the cloning tanks on the Spherestation.  I anticipate needing them. 

    I have freshly-enchanted armor.  I have Firebrand.  I have dozens of personal protection spells.  I have one hell of an angel containment diagram.  I have a belt full of power crystals.  I have an orichalcum power line directly run from a reactor to the summoning room.  I even have Bronze.  She’s wearing the whole damn Flatstation like some sort of enormous suit of metal clothes. 

    I didn’t realize she could do that.  I should have.  She’s worn a whole starship before.  It never occurred to me she would want to wear a body without a drive system.  I told her not to get used to having a matter-conversion reactor, just like I told her not to get used to having a fusion plant when she was a starship.  She assures me she doesn’t particularly care for being either a voidstation or a starship. 

    I have a massive block of osmium with a small hole drilled in it for my gate.  It’s not iridium.  I picked osmium because I don’t care about magical gate efficiency as much as I care about the gate surviving the influx of celestial energies. 

    I haven’t thought of everything.  I’m not fully prepared.  I can be ready for anything, but I’ll never be ready for everything.  Maybe I’m prepared enough. 

    Excuse me.  I’m about to summon, bind, and dissect an angel. 

    I really hope I have the opportunity to write up the results. 

    

  


   
    Enjoying the story so far?  Great!  Help others find the story by leaving a stellar review! 

    Nightlord: Fugue 

      

    In the meantime, if you need some free stories to read, check out my Author Page! 

    Garon Whited 

      

    Other books: 

    Dragonhunters 

    LUNA 

    Nightlord, Book One: Sunset 

    Nightlord, Book Two: Shadows 

    Nightlord, Book Three: Orb 

    Nightlord, Book Four: Knightfall 

    Nightlord, Book Five: VOID 

    Nightlord, Book Six: Mobius 

      

    Short Stories: 

    An Arabian Night: Nazin’s Dream 

    Clockwork 
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    The Power 

    The Ways of Cats 
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